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INTRODUCTION 
 
The concept of technology goes back to prehistoric times when the human species began to 
convert natural resources into tools. However, there have never been as many ways to 
experience something in the world through technology as there are today. Therefore, in the 
21st century, various devices have become fixtures of our everyday life (Katz & Aakhus, 
2002: 1). We use our mobile phones, tablets and computers to read, write and socialise; our 
cameras, mobile phones and tablets to take photographs; and various transport 
technologies to move from one place to another. We almost always have a mobile phone in 
our hand or in our pocket and technology has a central place in most of our homes. 
Moreover, in a way, the modern and developed world is built upon technological 
innovations, with new technologies being introduced not just everyday but every 
minute.  Even though, the digital divide has been unequal and developing countries have 
just started to use communication technologies, such as mobile phones, they have quickly 
become a part of their everyday realities as well. However, we sometimes forget that the 
story of technology is actually a human story. 
 
In my research I am interested in the ways in which people use and think of technology. 
Looking at the issue from a humanistic perspective, I aim to examine the ‘intersubjective 
dynamics of the human encounter with technology’ drawing from the research areas of 
media anthropology and media ecology (Jackson 2002: 334). This means that I am 
examining the several ways in which the embeddedness of technology is experienced, yet, 
I am leaving aside any questions related to the large-scale social impacts of technologies. 
Instead I am focusing on the ways in which people experience technology in their 
everyday lives. While analysing technology, I am basing my arguments on authors such as 
Don Ihde, Michael D. Jackson, Bruno Latour, Bryan Pfaffenberger and Tuukka Terho, all 
of whom have examined the issue from an ontologically different perspective, while being 
interested in the intersubjective relationship between objects and subjects (See subchapter 
1.3. The ontology of technology and intersubjectivity). This means that from an 
experimental perspective, technology is not an independent fact, and we should rather view 
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it as humanised nature (Pfaffenberger 1988: 243). That is to say, technology has an agency 
and culture of its own. Hence, the subject and object should not be seen as competing 
ontologies, but as a concept that we use to describe our experiences (Jackson 2002: 340-
341). Therefore, I am interested in the intersubjective ways in which we experience 
technology in the process of domestication, i.e. establishing relations with it (See 
subchapter 1.1. Technology and its domestication). 
 
Thousands of people worldwide are enthusiastically adopting mobile phones into their 
lives every day. Nevertheless, participating in the mobile information society not only 
means owning a mobile phone, but also using it in one’s everyday life. The mobile phone 
is changing our everyday patterns and the ways in which we associate with people, while 
at the same time, challenging fundamental aspects of our own self-identity. If the telephone 
and mobile phone had already become well-known concepts in the developed countries by 
the end of the 20th century, the 21st century has drastically increased the ownership of 
mobile phones in developing countries. The mobile phone was also undoubtedly the most 
important technology for the people in my field site – Nepal. I lived and worked as a 
volunteer and journalist in Nepal for three months in 2014. While I have been interested in 
researching the relationship between technology and humans for years, I found Nepal to be 
an extraordinarily interesting place to study the issue. The rapid development of the 
country in the last 10 years has also brought about technological changes, and therefore, it 
could be said that the mobile phone is more common there than in many other places. In 
my research I analyse the ways in which Nepalese people use, think of, and perceive their 
mobile phones and mobile communication, relying on personal experiences, observation 
and semi-structured interviews with ten Nepalese.  
 
I focus on the relationship between Nepalese people and their mobile phones through three 
keywords: mobility, intimacy and authority. These three categories emerged when I started 
to analyse and categorise my data, which included struggles related to availability, 
isolation, identity, anger, dependency, powerlessness and many other factors. In each of 
these keywords lays the foundation of a chapter that highlights the negation between 
humans and technology from a different angle, bringing together the technical and the 
social (Katz & Aakhus 2002: 12), and asking the following questions: 
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1.  How are mobile phones increasing mobility, while also causing isolation? 
2.  How have mobile phones become part of us? 
3.  How have we become dependent on mobile phones? 
The informants of my study expressed their understandings, feelings and frustrations about 
mobile phones and mobile communication, telling me stories about themselves and others. 
I will analyse these stories using a phenomenological approach (See subchapter 2.1. 
Phenomenological ethnography). Seeking to understand the multidimensional experiences 
of the informants of my study, I asked them various questions, such as, whether they 
always carry a mobile phone with them, whether they ever get angry on the mobile phone, 
whether they remember their life before the mobile phone, what are the advantages and 
disadvantages of the mobile phone, and many others.  
 
In the first chapter I provide a survey of the approaches in the social and cultural sciences 
that lay the foundation for my theoretical framework. I start by explaining the key concepts 
of my thesis. I continue with an analysis of the academic traditions used to study 
technology from a humanistic perspective, and describe previous research related to the 
mobile phone. In the second chapter, I provide a survey of my research methodology. I 
begin by examining the concept of phenomenological ethnography. I continue by 
introducing Nepal as the field site and describe my journey to the country. Subsequently I 
analyse my positionalities in the field and introduce the informants of my study. I end by 
describing the data collection process and research methods I have used. 
 
In the next three chapters, which are the real heart of this project, I provide insights into the 
dynamics between mobile phones and the Nepalese people. I start by analysing the aspects 
related to mobility and provide a survey of how mobile phones enable us to overcome the 
limits of time and place, solve emergency situations, and help with other types of planning 
and coordination. I also examine the ways in which mobile phones increase immobility 
and isolation, making us move less and giving us opportunity to be socially absent from 
the physical place. I continue by analysing the issue from the perspective of intimacy 
asking how the mobile phone has become a subject and a part of our intimate relationships. 
I provide a survey of the ways in which the mobile phone has become part of our identities 
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and how we consider it to be a part of us. I also describe the feelings we have toward it. In 
the last chapter I examine various ways in which mobile phones have become an 
independent authority, directing our activities and lives in general. I analyse the issue from 
the perspectives of dependency and the loss of control and also propose that, in a way, the 
mobile phone has become a global authority, symbolising development and modernisation. 
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1. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: Researching technology 
in the social and cultural sciences 
 
Technology as a social and cultural phenomenon was neglected for a long time. This does 
not mean that various researchers did not analyse technology, but during the last century 
researchers tended to deal with its effects, viewed from a political or economic perspective. 
(Ihde 1979: xv; Jackson 2002: 333) In my research I am aiming to analyse technology 
from a humanistic perspective. Since my work is part of the larger discourse of technology 
studies I have started with an explanation of the concepts of technology and its 
domestication. Subsequently I provide background on the interdisciplinary areas of studies 
that have analysed technology from a humanistic perspective. I also analyse the 
philosophical underpinnings of technology studies. In particular, I am interested in the 
ways in which people establish their relationships with their mobile phones. Thus, I 
continue with an analysis of the concept of the mobile phone and provide a survey of the 
previous research. I end this chapter by providing information about the studies conducted 
on technology and the mobile phone in Nepal.  
 
 
1.1 Technology and its domestication 
 
The concept of technology can be analysed from various perspectives. The phenomenon is 
being studied by scholars of cybernetics, engineering, science, society and technology 
(STS), sociology, politics, communication studies, anthropology and many others. 
Furthermore, within each of these research fields, there are various ways in which the 
concept of technology is analysed. It also widely used by lay people in their everyday 
conversations and has various synonyms such as machines, technics, medium and media1. 
Thus, there is no clear and unambiguous explanation for the term. However, as a result, 
Professor of Science, Society and Technology, Bryan Pfaffenberger has claimed that many 
                                                
1Concepts such as media/medium and technology are not equivalent terms. Media technology refers to a 
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times researchers use the term and analyse the phenomenon without defining it (1988: 
237).  
 
Furthermore, Pfaffenberger points out that ‘(t)extbook definitions of technology raise 
serious doubts about the term’s utility in anthropological discourse’ (Ibid. 237). For 
instance, technology is often defined as a way to enhance control or domination over 
nature, or as a technique that enables human capabilities to be expanded. If we look at the 
Oxford Dictionary of English published in 2010, we can notice similar insights, since the 
term is explained as ‘the application of scientific knowledge for practical purposes, 
especially in industry’ or as ‘machinery and equipment developed from scientific 
knowledge’ (Stevenson 2010: 1826). Nevertheless, when analysing the roots of the concept 
of technology, we can see that it is derived from the Greek word ‘téchnē’, which refers to 
the ‘art’, ‘craft’ and ‘skills’ that are used in work (Online Etymology Dictionary 2016). 
Therefore, even though the definitions from popular dictionaries do not seem to refer to the 
anthropological dimension of the concept of technology, I suggest that the roots of the term 
make it clear that the phenomenon should also be studied by the humanities and social 
sciences that are interested in art, culture and many other aspects of human life.  
 
The approach of philosopher Martin Heidegger, who claimed that technology makes 
possible the very essence of our being (1977a: 294-5) forms the basis of my research. 
Martin Heidegger is considered to be one of the major figures in the foundation of the 
philosophy of technology (Ihde 2010: 1). For Heidegger the concept of technology was not 
a mean but a way of revealing (1977b: 12). Thus, studying technology means analysing the 
ways of being, which I am also aiming to do in my research. However, it is important to 
note that Heidegger’s approach was based on the understanding that modern scientific 
technology is essentially different from traditional technology and hence, historically 
speaking, modern science precedes technology. In this sense, I disagree with Heidegger 
based on the ideas of Don Ihde, an American philosopher of science and technology, who 
has argued that while historically scientific technology may be dependent upon science, 
human relationships with technology are without a doubt older than science in its modern 
guise (Ihde 1979: xv; Ihde 2010: 59). This discussion in turn reminds us that technology, 
science and society are strongly interrelated. Everything that is technological is also 
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political, social and symbolic. Thus, in order to analyse technology, we also need to study 
the seemingly invisible relations that surround it. Therefore in the context of my study it is 
also useful to think of technology in Bruno Latour’s terms as being a “black box”, which 
should be constantly opened and questioned (1987). 
However, it may not be as easy as it first seems to open up this “black box”. While the 
invention of a new technology often makes us ask questions, through a process of 
domestication, it quickly becomes taken for granted. Even though the concept of 
domestication has a long history in anthropology2, in my research I analyse it from the 
perspectives of media and communication studies and studies of sociology of technology 
where it has been defined as a concept that is used to describe and analyse the ways in 
which technology is accepted, rejected and used. In these schools of thought, the 
emergence of the concept of domestications represents a shift away from the models that 
claimed that the adaption of new technologies is rational, linear and technologically 
determined. Instead, it introduces a theoretical framework, which acknowledges the 
complexity of everyday life and technology’s role in it. (Berker, Hartmann, Punie & Ward 
2006: 1) I suggest that in this context the concept of domestication is very similar in 
meaning to the concept of medialisation, which is defined as ‘the establishing of relations 
between self, society and world by means of images, sounds and objects’ (Berensmeyer 
2012: 328). Thus, researching the process of medialisation means investigating how these 
relations are created and maintained.  
 
Therefore, in order to analyse the blurred boundaries between technology and people, I 
focus on the process of domestication or medialisation and thereby learning how such 
boundaries are lived and experienced in everyday lives. In my study I analyse experiences 
and interactions with technology through three different keywords: mobility, intimacy and 
authority, thereby showing how our relationship with technology is crossing the 
boundaries between space and place, objects and subject, as well as automation and 
                                                
2 The concept of domestication in anthropology was long seen as an event that took place between 10 and 12 
thousand years ago and marked the transition from savagery to barbanism. This also means that it symbolised 
the beginning of  the human domination over animals and plants. Therefore, in anthropology the concept of 
domestication has been analysed from the perspective of ownership, property and control. More recently, 
various anthropologists have started to question such understandings indicating to mutuality of establishing 
relationships as well as the importance of trust and intimacy. (See e.g. Ingold 1994; Cassidy 2007; 
Armstrong Oma 2010) 
11 
 
autonomy. The concept of mobility helps to understand the experiences that relate to time-
space compression and occur as a result of technological innovations. Technology is often 
seen as increasing mobility, though it is also seen as causing distance, isolation and 
immobility (Katz & Aakhus 2002: 8-9). The concept of intimacy points to the intimate and 
complex relationship we have with technology. It enables to analyse how we extend 
‘subjectivity not only as encompassing others but as extending into the extra-human world’ 
(Jackson 2002: 334). I analyse how we become related to and form attachments with the 
technology we use. The concept of authority enables an examination of the ways ‘in which 
objects become personalised and persons become objectified in the course of social life’ 
(Ibid. 334). It reflects the ability of people to achieve a balance between controlling their 
own life and being controlled by machines.  
 
Through these keywords I analyse how technological relations are embedded in social 
relations and how this embeddedness is experienced by the Nepalese people. Nevertheless, 
it is important to keep in mind that, even though the theoretical classification helped me to 
map the experiences of people for the theoretical analyses, the interviews were conducted 
before any classification was developed. Thus, these keywords do not aim to be 
comprehensive or cover all the ways in which we relate to technology On the contrary, 
they only represent one possible approach to technology.  
 
 
1.2 Academic traditions of studying technology 
 
When people learn about or discuss civilization, the relationship between people and their 
tools3 is often mentioned. Technology and the way it has changed throughout the history 
are often seen as the main drivers of civilizations, laying the foundation for the philosophy 
of homo faber. However, Lewis Mumford, one of the pioneering historians and 
philosophers who was deeply focused on technology and its role in civilization in the 20th 
century, has argued that the human ability to create meanings and use symbols makes us 
first and foremost homo symbolicus (Mumford 1967). Saying this, Lewis Mumford did not 
                                                
3 In this context the concept of tools refers to technologies that can be held in hand and used to carry out 
particular practical activities (Stevenson 2010).  
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agree with Karl Marx the most influential philosophers of technology in the 19th century 
(1967), who had suggested that human development is a succession of revolutions related 
to production and class struggles. Mumford viewed history as a cultural product, which did 
not mean that the role of technology was any less important for him, but he emphasised 
that technology is inseparable from its surrounding culture and people’s ideas. 
Furthermore, Mumford not only described the work of inventors and technological 
scientists, but focused attention on the moral consequences of the breakthroughs in 
technology. He also claimed that the origins of the Machine Age were not to be found in 
the Industrial Revolution but went back as far as the Middle Ages. He suggested that the 
mechanical clock brought a new regularity to life that allowed human behaviour to be 
synchronised. This “Mechanical Man”, in turn, laid the foundation for all the other 
developments, such as steam engines and modern society in general. (Miller 2002: 328; 
Shook 2005: 1757). 
 
When Lewis Mumford analysed the impact of the mechanical clock, cultural and religious 
historian and philosopher Walter Ong, another influential scholars of technology in the 20th 
century, examined the effects of the technology of writing (1982). He claimed that it is ‘the 
most momentous of all human technological inventions’ and it has changed all aspects of 
human life, as well as human consciousness (Ibid. 85). While Ong’s approach was 
revolutionary, because it reminded people of the impact of something as “natural” as 
writing, his findings have been widely criticised, because they are based on the 
understandings of technological determinism. Technological determinism views 
technology ‘as causal agents, entering societies as active forces of change that humans 
have little power to resist’ (Baym 2010: 24). In contrast to technological determinism, the 
social construction of technology suggests that human beings cause the changes in 
technology and in society. Probably one of the best known supporters of this paradigm is 
Welsh academic, novelist and critic Raymond Williams, who argued that technology 
always develops in response to people’s needs (Williams 2003: 15). In my research, I do 
not adhere to either of these approaches. Instead, valuable insights for my study can be 
found in a third school of thought – social shaping. The paradigm of social shaping 
considers the influence of the flow in both directions, which means that we should 
simultaneously focus on the impact of technology, as well as on the construction of it. 
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(Baym, 2010: 24) Thus, the issue of causality is not primary in my research, since its aim 
is to question the value and capacity of technology.  
 
Asking these questions, my thesis adhere to the school of thought called media ecology, 
which aims to study ‘human culture against changing background of technological media, 
from speech and writing (orality/literacy) to audio-visual technologies, computers and the 
Internet’ (Berensmeyer 2012: 329). Nevertheless, when analysing this term, we face many 
challenges. First of all, the concepts of media and mass media have various meanings 
within different disciplines and contexts. For instance, there are researchers who use  the 
term in cybernetics, sociology, communication studies, journalism and many other 
disciplines. The term ecology also has multiple and heterogeneous meanings. It was 
originally used to indicate biological processes, such as plant succession, but was quickly 
adopted by other disciplines, in order to refer to interactions between organisms and their 
environments (Ibid. 329). When we look at the history of media ecology, we also find 
some interesting insights. Although the roots of the concept can be traced back to 
researchers such as Mumford, the concept itself was not publicly introduced until 1968 by 
communication scholars Neil Postman and Marshall McLuhan (Scolari 2012: 205). This 
means that not all the authors whose work focuses on media as an environment have 
consciously used the term. Furthermore, it can be said that ‘many researchers were 
McLuhanian before McLuhan, in the same way that many writers were Kafkian before 
Kafka’ (Ibid. 205). Yet, the understandings of the term have changed considerably during 
the last few decades, to the extent that authors such as Maxwell, Raundawell and Lager 
Vestberg suggest that the concept of media ecology needs to be “recycled” (2015). They 
propose that we should move on to a new media ecology that is more committed to a 
materialist approach. The new direction places the concept of interface, which ‘means 
reinforcing and highlighting the complex dialectics between subjects, media, and social 
forces, eradicating at the same time any possibility of determinism’, at the centre of the 
theoretical media ecology discourse (Scolari 2012: 219). In my research I focus on the 
concept of media as certain type of technology and analyse people’s interaction with this 
technology. I do not analyse media as an environment, but rely on the ways in which 
media ecologists use the term. Similarly to them, I consider ecology to be a framework that 
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enables me to analyse the relationships people have with their technologies from a 
materialist point of view. 
 
In accordance with literary scholar Ingo Berensmeyer (2012) I propose that there is an 
important link between the tradition of media ecology and socio-cultural anthropology, 
which means that, in addition to media ecologists, similar trends have been researched by 
anthropologists such as Clifford Geertz, Margaret Mead and Gregory Bateson. This takes 
us to the second important research tradition that I adhere to in my research: media 
anthropology or the anthropology of media. While Clifford Geertz is known for 
developing a hermeneutical viewpoint – thick description – that has later been used by 
media anthropologists to analyse modern media (2000), Mead and Bateson were 
pioneering in the analysis of communication problems and the impact of mass media 
(1942). Nevertheless, even though anthropologists have long studied topics related to 
communication technologies in small-scale societies, media anthropology as a research 
area has only developed within the past few decades. It grew out of the anthropology of 
modern societies on the one hand and the cultural approach in media studies on the other 
(Rothenbuhler & Coman 2005: 1). Media anthropology preserves the methodological and 
conceptual assets of the anthropological tradition, but turns its attention to the 
manufactured culture of everyday life. It is interested in the experimental dimension of 
media as culture that we live in, bringing together hermeneutic and materialist elements, 
the study of sense-making and communication media (Berensmeyer 2012: 322). Analysing 
the area of study, we once again recognise that there are various ways of approaching the 
concept of media. Thus, there is no single theory for media anthropologists to adhere to. 
On the contrary, media anthropology itself is an interdisciplinary area that is influenced by 
other disciplines. In my study I use the methodology of ethnography for analysing the 
ways people use their mobile phones in their everyday life. I suggest that while the 
framework of media ecology allows us to question the value and capacity of technology, 
media anthropology enables us to examine this technology from an experimental point of 
view. 
 
Therefore, much like Berensmeyer, I suggest that media ecology and media anthropology 
are both interested in the same phenomenon, even though they are based on slightly 
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different academic traditions and practices. Berensmeyer also claims that both of these 
concepts are “travelling concepts”, which means that they cross disciplinary boundaries 
and combine the academic traditions of various countries (2012: 322, 330). This means 
that we may not find separate research fields in different universities or countries, but there 
are various researchers focusing on technology that are crossing these disciplinary 
boundaries. In Estonia, the research tradition of media ecology has been adhered to by 
media scholar and semiotician Indrek Ibrus, who has analysed media innovation and 
evolution, audio-visual media industries, media semiotics, transmedia and cross-media 
production. However, Indrek Ibrus’s work focuses mostly on media content, its production 
and consumption, and the media institutions, not on the relationships people have with 
their technologies. He combines various disciplines and analyses the new media from the 
perspectives of semiotics, cultural studies, media economics, political economy and 
innovation studies. (Ibrus 2012) Various aspects related to new media have also been 
analysed by ethnologist Pille Runnel and media researcher Pille Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt, 
who have focused on technology from the perspective of media anthropology and 
communication studies. Runnel and Pruulman-Vengerfeldt have conducted different 
studies that focus on the practices related to the use of Internet (e.g. Pruulmann-
Vengerfeldt & Runnel 2004); they analyse the habits related to the creation of online 
content (e.g. Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt, Kalmus & Runnel 2008) and examine the role of 
information and communication technology in the social and political changes occurring in 
the society (e.g. Runnel, Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt & Reinsalu 2009). Most of these analyses 
consider media to be a field site where various social and cultural practices take place. 
These practices cannot be separated from the social and cultural practices that take place 
outside of the media, and therefore should be analysed as a whole. Nevertheless, in my 
study, I am not interested in the content of media or the role it plays in the social or 
political changes occurring in the society. In this paper, I propose to look at technology 
from an ontologically different perspective, considering it to be a subject that can be 
intrinsically of interest.  
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1.3 Ontology of technology and intersubjectivity 
 
The previous debate leads us to philosophical questions that should be answered in order 
for the underlying assumptions of my research to be grasped; namely to questions 
concerning the ontology of technology and what assumptions we have about the reality of 
technology?   While studying technology, many researchers tend to approach the question 
from a dualistic perspective, dividing the world into one of subjects and one of objects. As 
Jackson points out ‘this bias against technology, embodiment, and practice in philosophy 
presages the same bias in anthropology’ (2002: 341). Much like Jackson, Pfaffenberger 
claims that even though ‘the unique field of methods and holistic orientation of 
anthropology situate the field advantageously for the study of technology’ most 
anthropologists who study technology have overlooked technology as a subject that is 
itself intrinsically of interest (1988: 236). On the contrary, anthropologists often see 
technology as a given, extraneous to human life. Moreover, communication specialist Niall 
Stephens points out that ‘media ecologists are as guilty as most other communication 
theorists of the “metaphorical” perspective’ (2014: 2034). This means that even though 
media ecology, similarly to media anthropology, has the potential to substantively develop 
an ecological view of communication and technology, authors such as McLuhan (1964), 
Postman (1970), Ong (1982) and many others still present technology as an independent 
fact, as it serves as a link between our innate selves and the world around us (Stephens 
2014: 2034). Arguably a more substantial ecological view would go beyond this, 
recognising that technologies have a culture of their own and ‘without privileging either 
human or technological agencies in an unwarranted manner, media ecology can focus on 
the perceptive and experimental dimension of media’ (Berensmeyer 2012: 330). In my 
thesis I aim to adhere to a more substantial ecological and anthropological view, agreeing 
with Pfaffenberger, who has claimed that we should analyse technology in a radically 
different way. This means that we should recognise the ‘deep interpretation and dynamic 
interplay of social forms, cultural values and technology’ and understand that technology is 
far more than a material object; on the contrary, it unifies every aspect of human life 
(Pfaffenberger 1988: 243, 249).  
Don Ihde, however, has pointed out that even though dominant Anglo-American research 
traditions have tended toward the idealist alternative, while analysing technology, there is a 
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whole family of philosophies, called praxis philosophies, which have analysed technology 
as humanised nature. They are also known as the Continental philosophies, and include 
existentialism, phenomenology, and the dialectical tradition in its Marxian forms. Close 
relatives also include some forms of pragmatism. All of these strains of thought consider 
praxis to form the basis of human experience. (Ihde 1979: xxiv) Therefore, the analysis of 
my research is also based on philosophical perspectives such as existentialism, which has 
not neglected the questions of technology as humanised nature. Even though existentialists 
tend to divide technological developments into positive or negative evolutions, they deal 
with technology and technological civilization to a degree seldom matched by their 
'idealist' counterparts (Ibid. xxv). While thinking of existentialists who have analysed 
technology, Don Ihde mentions scholars and writers such as Dostoyevsky, Berdyaev, 
Marcel and Jaspers, but he was also one of the researchers who demonstrated the 
interconnectedness between technology and society. Most famously, Ihde has claimed that 
‘(h)uman-machine relations are existential relations in which our fate and destiny are 
implicated’ (Ibid. 4). The ideas of Ihde have been further developed by Michael D. 
Jackson, who is considered to be one of the founders of existential anthropology (2002). 
Jackson has also analysed technology from the existential point of view, which makes him 
to be one of the main authors I have relied on for my study. 
 
One of the key concepts that Jackson uses is intersubjectivity. Intersubjectivity can be 
understood as a precondition for interaction. It focuses on the place of the Other, asking 
what would one see if he or she were in the place of that other. This means that the 
relationship between humans and machines is also intersubjective:  
to speak of intersubjectivity is to recognize that objects appear sometimes to be 
animated by human consciousness and will, and human subjects appear sometimes 
to be like objects, treated as if they were mere things. It is also to abandon attempts 
to draw a hard-and-fast ontological distinction between subjective and objective 
domains, for experience is continually oscillating between quite various senses of 
self and other depending on the context and character of the interaction. (Ibid. 341) 
 
Much like Jackson, in the context of my research, I do not consider the subject and object 
as competing ontologies, but rather as concepts people use variously and interchangeably 
to capture different modalities of intersubjective experience. At times we are actors and at 
other times we are acted upon. Similar beliefs are pointed out by philosopher, 
anthropologist and sociologist of science Bruno Latour, who has been interested in the 
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practice. Latour famously claimed that objects also have agency and argued that some of 
the most important social actors may not be humans. Furthermore, Latour has pointed out 
that social and technical developments are inseparable – technical and social visions 
cannot come into being without each other. (Latour 1996; 2005) In order to understand and 
study the interplay between various actors, Latour, Callon and Law developed an approach 
called the actor-network-theory. The primary methodological focus of this theory is to 
understand how attachments and relations are established and maintained. It does not treat 
various entities as matters of fact, but always investigates them as matters of concern. 
(Latour 2004) John Law, one of the creators of the theory, has also emphasised the 
interplay between causes and consequences, claiming that ‘nothing that enters into 
relations has fixed significance or attributes in and of itself’ (Law 2006: 4). Instead, the 
relationship defines the characteristics of the particular elements in the system. Therefore, 
if we want to study technology, we should analyse the relationship between these elements. 
On the basis of this argument, I suggest that the current study is not about technology, nor 
is it about people. Instead, it is about the ways in which people relate to the technologies 
they use.  
 
 
1.4 The mobile phone and previous research 
 
The mobile phone was invented in the second half of the 20th century. Starting off as a 
communication tool for businessmen, it has turned into a device used by billions of people 
around the world since the 1990s. Unlike many other technologies, the mobile phone has 
not bypassed the developing world and it is widely used across all societal strata (Runnel, 
Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt & Keller 2006: 607; Klemens 2010: 1; Katz & Aakhus 2002: 1). 
Nevertheless, the concept of the mobile phone has changed tremendously over the years. 
While it was first just a device for making phone calls, it has now ‘become a central 
cultural technology in its own right’ (Goggin 2006: 1; Katz & Aakhus 2002: 1). Analysing 
its functions, we can also see that, in addition to transmitting speech at a distance, the 
mobile phone is now used for wireless operations, for acquiring positional data, such as 
directions, e-mail capabilities and many other purposes (Hadzic, Chang & 
Wongthongtham 2009: 171). The mobile phone plays an indispensable role in our 
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everyday lives, and is directly related to many cultural activities, such as staying in 
constant contact, identity creation, meeting new people, but also violent actions such as 
bullying (Goggin 2006: 1). Therefore, the mobile phone has created totally new ways in 
which people live their lives and think about the world. 
 
Nevertheless, considering the role of the mobile phone in our everyday practices, there are 
very few analyses that look at the mobile phone from a cultural or social perspective 
(Goggin 2006: 3; Katz & Aakhus 2002: 3; Runnel, Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt & Keller 2006: 
607). Instead, many researchers have analysed the usage of mobile phones from political, 
economic or psychological perspectives, examining how it influences the development of 
the country, its role in health-systems, its place with regards to global commerce and so 
forth (e. g. Wayne, Wang & Day 2007; Donner & Mechael 2013; Morrison et al. 2013; 
Hudson 2006). In addition, we can find a lot of research that focuses on quantitative 
dimensions, analysing the extent to which mobile phones are used in different countries 
and comparing the data internationally (e.g. Lasen 2003; Bröge 2009).  
 
If we look at the studies conducted by Estonian researchers or in Estonian, we see similar 
trends. There have been various studies, both comparative ones as well as those focusing 
only on Estonia, that describe the extent to which mobile phones are used. Sometimes 
these studies also provide a survey of the ways in which mobile phones are used by 
analysing various functionalities, but they do not examine the experiential dimension of 
mobile communication (e.g. Runnel and Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt 2004; Baron 2010; Bolin 
2010). There are also studies that focus on the use of mobile phones from a development 
perspective, examining issues such as the digital divide (e.g. Kalkun & Kalvet 2002), and 
projects that use the mobile phone data to analyse various aspects of development such as 
travelling or segregation (Järv 2013; Järv et al. 2015). If we search for studies that analyse 
human experience in relation to the mobile phone, we can find some projects that focus on 
the phone from educational and psychological perspectives. For instance, Rine Pent has 
examined how primary school students and their parents use their mobile phones and how 
they experience each other’s use of the phone (2016); and Maris Künnarpuu has analysed 
how the mobile phone is used during school breaks by children between the ages of 11 and 
15 (2016). Most of these studies have analysed the mobile phone quantitatively without 
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turning attention to its social or cultural role, with one exception – the article “A Mobile 
Phone Isn’t a Mobile Phone Any More” written by Runnel, Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt and 
Margit Keller in 2006. Their article is based on survey data, but also on student essays, and 
its main aim is to analyse the various mobile phone functions that Estonians use in order to 
show how the meaning of the mobile phone is changing.  
 
If we consider the world scene once more, we can see that one of the first attempts to 
qualitatively analyse the use of telephone while emphasizing its cultural and social role, 
was a collection called The Social Impact of the Telephone released in 1977 by Ithiel de 
Sola Pool. The first studies of the mobile phone written by sociologists and anthropologists 
were published in the early 1990s (Goggin 2006: 3). In addition to anthropologists and 
sociologists, the cultural and social role of the telephone and its successor, the mobile 
phone, have been analysed by scholars of communication and media studies (e.g. Katz 
1999). In the early 21st century we are seeing generations growing up who do not 
remember life before the mobile phone, and most people who have used it once cannot 
imagine their life without it. Therefore, we could say that the mobile phone has become 
one of the central aspects of human experience. This also means that ‘the relative 
‘invisibility’ of the mobile phone as both social object and a cultural technology’ can no 
longer be ignored (Goggin 2006: 4). Instead, as Gerard Goggin claims  
we need to grasp and debate the place of cell phones and mobile technologies in our 
larger cultural settings, interpreting what they signify, what people are doing with 
and around these devices, and what the implications of all this are for 
understanding culture at the most general level (Ibid. 3). 
 
In response to this need, we can observe an increase in the comprehensive and 
systematically qualitative studies that examine the cultural and social aspects of the mobile 
phone. These studies include those by many anthropologists who have analysed how the 
various functions of the mobile phone convey local and cultural practices, how mobile 
phones intermediate cultural understandings, such as beliefs in the supernatural, how they 
change the understandings of modernity, and so forth (Terho 2013: 8). Nevertheless, Katz 
and Aakhus have pointed out that even though we now have many studies about mobile 
communication, ‘folk views are abundant in observations and explanations’ (2002: 7). Yet 
the everyday discourse about mobile communication suggests a struggle over making 
sense of distant communication and the technology that makes this communication 
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possible (Ibid. 7). The aim of my research is to describe and understand this struggle, to 
analyse the views of the lay people from an ontologically different perspective.  
 
Ontological concerns about the ways in which the mobile phone is experienced by 
Nepalese people have also been pointed out by Tuukka Terho who conducted his research 
in Kathmandu (2013). With his MA thesis Ontology of Technology: Mobile Technology in 
the Kathmandu Valley, Terho aims to study ‘how a shared understanding of a technology is 
constructed and maintained among people who might otherwise have very different 
worldviews’ (Ibid. 4). Similarly to Tuukka Terho, I consider the ontology of the mobile 
phone to represent a presupposed logic through which we evaluate the truth of statements 
about its reality (Ibid. 11). However, if the aim of the study by Terho was to analyse and 
compare different ways of establishing social unity, and therefore, he compared mobile 
technology with the historical methods of establishing social unity, I am focused on the 
ways in which the mobile phone is used and experienced by the “folk”.  
 
Nevertheless, not all authors have considered the ontological turn4 to be important in 
analysing the role of mobile phones. For instance, Daniel Miller claims that ontological 
concerns should be debated and solved in theory and do not have any practical 
implications (2005). In analysing the role of the mobile phone in poverty and 
communication in Jamaica, Miller decided to use terms such as subject and object, since he 
wanted to reflect the ways in which his informants thought and talked. In addition, Miller 
aimed to direct his project to the people he worked with and to policy-related institutions 
working on poverty and development. Therefore, he claimed that including ontological 
concerns would have made it difficult for these target groups to understand the research. I 
agree with Miller that ontological concerns may not have practical implications and 
therefore, unlike Terho, I do not consider ontology to be a central term in my study. I did 
not have ontological concerns in mind while designing the study; neither did I share these 
questions with my informants. However, I suggest that by overcoming the subject-object 
                                                
4 Theoretical orientation, so called ontological approach has received a lot of attention within the past 
decades in social sciences and anthropology. There are many debates taking place around the concept but 
broadly speaking, ontological approach represents a shift from questions concerning knowledge towards 
questions of being and theories of existence. In addition of asking how people see the world the ontological 
approach invites to ask which world do people see. (Boddy & Lambek 2013: 53-54)    
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divide in theoretical analyses, we may find new ways of understanding the relationships 
between humans and their mobile phones. Thus, analysing the mobile phone in an 
ontologically different manner means changing the ways we categorise our data. This 
approach does not mean changing people’s understandings of entities such as subject and 
object, but it provides an opportunity to analyse these understandings without separating 
human subjectivity and objective material reality into different ways of being. 
 
However, it is important to remember that while the technology of mobile phones and their 
functions are changing very rapidly, so is mobile ontology. For instance, as mentioned 
above, Runnel, Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt & Keller have analysed the multiplicity of the 
mobile phone uses in Estonia, suggesting that the mobile phone should no longer be 
viewed as interpersonal communication device (2006). Yet, in my research, the meaning of 
the phone was constructed mostly by considering its function of calling and texting. Even 
though some of the informants also used the Internet on their phones, their examples rarely 
referred to these aspects. If the interviewees mentioned functions such as reading the news, 
communicating by social media or playing games, I included these examples, since the 
main aim of my study was to analyse the ways in which people experience their phones 
and think about them. In this sense, I suggest that attitudes, feelings and thoughts towards 
technology can be analysed without paying attention to specific functions that cause 
particular responses. Nevertheless, these experiences change depending on the changing 
role of the mobile phone. 
 
 
1.5 Studies on technology and mobile phone usage in Nepal 
 
When we look at the scholarly projects written about Nepal we can see that, due to its 
rapid development and late democratisation, Nepal has been of interest to many Western 
sociologists and political scientists (Martin Chautari Media Research Group 2012). Nepal 
as a research field is also not unfamiliar to anthropologists. As a matter of fact, we can 
even find university courses that teach students Nepalese culture and language with the 
aim of preparing them for fieldwork in Nepal (University of London 2014). Mark Liechty 
is probably the best-known Western anthropologist focusing currently on Nepal. Liechty 
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has written several books examining the history and modern culture in Nepal. His analyses 
focus on the emergence of a middle-class consumer culture, youth culture, tourism and 
many other issues that are relevant to Nepal’s current situation (Liechty 2003; 2010).  
 
However, if we want to know about the role of technology or media in Nepal, we can find 
very few analyses written by Western scholars. But there are some media-related analyses 
produced by Nepalese students and scholars. Most of these studies approach the analytical 
aspects of the media, such as viewership, how minorities are portrayed, freedom of the 
press, and the relationship between the press and the authorities. In addition, we can find 
research projects that focus on the positive effects of media in the context of development 
of Nepal (Martin Chautari Media Research Group 2012). These analyses examine the 
media in its specific context, but do not ask existential questions. However, these questions 
are somewhat asked by the Nepalese research projects that focus on communication in 
general. For instance, Nepalese scholars Acharya (2011) and Adhikary (2008) have both 
analysed various models of communication in Nepal and compared these models to 
Western models. Both of these projects focus on the role of communication in Nepalese 
culture, analysing its meaning to Nepalese people. Yet, these studies do not examine the 
role of technology in communication. 
 
If we look for studies that specifically focus on the technology of mobile phones in Nepal, 
we will find the aforementioned MA thesis by Finnish student Tuukka Terho. Terho’s 
research is based on fieldwork done in Kathmandu. He analysed the Nepalese people’s 
understandings of mobile phones from the perspective of the country’s history, aiming to 
provide an ontological description of mobile technology. (Terho 2013) In addition to 
Terho, the use of the mobile phones in Nepal has been briefly analysed by comparative 
studies such as Indigenous People and Mobile Technologies edited by Dyson, Grant and 
Hendriks (2016), or mentioned in studies that focus on Nepali history and its current 
situation in general, such as those by Liechty that are mentioned above.  
 
Therefore, as there are very few analyses written about Nepal and almost no analyses 
focusing on the technology of mobile phone from an experimental point of view, my 
24 
 
analysis represents an attempt to provide an insight into what it means to be a Nepalese 
person using a mobile phone.  
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2. DESCRIPTION OF FIELD SITE AND METHODS 
 
2.1 Phenomenological ethnography  
 
When focusing on lived experiences, my current research adheres to the phenomenological 
approach. Phenomenology has become increasingly influential in anthropology throughout 
the past few decades (Desjarlais & Throop 2011: 88). According to Edmund Husserl, the 
founder of the school of phenomenological philosophy, we can define phenomenology as 
an interest in things, events and situations that can be directly detected by our senses and 
intuition (Husserl 1981). The ideas of Husserl have been further developed by Alfred 
Schutz, who viewed his approach as an epistemological foundation for Max Weber’s 
Verstehende (interpretation) sociology (1932), and Martin Heidegger who analysed 
Husserl’s approach by focusing on the meaning of being rather than viewing it from the 
perspective of consciousness. Heidegger claimed that, when seeking to understand the 
human experience, the central question of phenomenology should be what it means to be a 
human being. (Heidegger 1962)    
 
One of the first thinkers to apply the phenomenological approach to anthropology was 
Clifford Geertz who elaborated on Schutz’s ideas (Desjarlais & Throop 2011: 89). In 
particular, Geertz applied Schutzian phenomenology in his fieldwork in Bali, calling on 
cultural anthropologists to develop a scientific phenomenology of culture that would be 
concerned with the internal relationships within the culture (Geertz 1973: 364). If one is to 
talk about the contemporary representatives of cultural phenomenology, one has to 
mention Michael D. Jackson, who emphasises the relevance of phenomenology in 
understanding human experiences. With his book Things as They Are: New Directions in 
Phenomenological Anthropology, Jackson aims to ‘revalidate the everyday life of ordinary 
people, to tell their stories in their own words’ (Jackson 1996: 36). As discussed in the 
literature review, he has also analysed human-technology interaction, being interested in 
the intersubjective interrelationship between objects and subjects (Jackson, 2002). 
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As my research is also interested in the intersubjective relationship between humans and 
their mobile phones, and focusing on the ways people experience their technology, the 
philosophical approach I adhere to is phenomenology. Following Jackson, I focus on the 
ways in which objects become personalised and persons objectified (Jackson 2002: 334). 
At the centre of my approach lies the understanding of life as process. I aim to study this 
process using ethnographic research methods such as observation, semi-structured 
interviewing and autoethnography5. Thus I agree with sociologists Jack Katz and 
anthropologist Thomas Csordas who have suggested that the philosophical approach to 
phenomenology be combined with the empirical inquiry of ethnography. Furthermore, in 
agreement with these authors, I propose that this dialogue can be called as 
phenomenological ethnography. (Katz & Csordas 2003) 
 
Based on the approach of phenomenological ethnography, I also aim to focus on lived 
immediacy (Jackson 1996: 2). This means that, in addition to written and spoken 
narratives, I paid special attention to the different senses, using my camera to photograph 
interesting insights, my voice recorder to conduct interviews, as well as my notebook to 
write down all my thoughts and feelings. And indeed, there was no lack of such data in as 
vibrant a place as Nepal.  
 
 
2.2 Nepal – rapid changes and uncertain conditions    
 
Compared to its neighbours, China and India, Nepal is a relatively small country with a 
total area of 147,181 square kilometres. ‘Acting as a geographical, cultural, and political 
buffer zone, Nepal has been continuously influenced by these civilizations' (Liechty 2003: 
39). Nepal as a modern state emerged when The British Empire’s colonial expansion took 
place in the 18th and early 19th centuries. Although the British colonisers of India decided 
to let Nepal remain an independent kingdom (at times nominally), this marked the start of 
a new era in Nepal. It brought radical changes to the Kathmandu Valley as well as to other 
parts in the country (Ibid. 39). The beginning of the relations with the British Empire also 
                                                
5 See subchapters 2.7-2.10 for detailed descriptions of the methods and data collection process.  
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meant that the Nepalese elite started to be connected to the world, to Western goods and 
ways of living. New signs of modernisation emerged in Nepal in the 1960s when the ruling 
elite that had lead the country for more than 100 years was changing6. Nevertheless, the 
country remained a feudal state and one of the least developed countries in the world. 
Furthermore, the development of Nepal in the second half of the 20th century was 
characterised by power struggles between various parties and the dynasty, which led to a 
civil war in 1996. The war lasted 10 years and in many aspects hindered the country’s 
modernisation. (Whelpton 2005) 
 
After the last king of Nepal abducted and the monarchy ended in 2008, the country has 
embarked on a course to become a modern democracy (Terho 2013: 26). Its current 
population is 26.5 million and it ranks 145th on the Human Development Index (United 
Nations Development Programme 2015). Nevertheless, the establishment of a peaceful 
democracy has not been an easy task for the Nepalese people, and thus, uncertain 
conditions form the background for the narratives of the informants that make up my 
research. The rapid pace of development has brought about fighting between the various 
parties and clans, road blockades, countless strikes and seemingly endless chaos in most 
fields of life. If we add the highly complex combination of different groups, religions, 
festivals, languages and various ancient structures that characterise Nepal, we can 
understand how difficult it is to bring stability to such a heterogeneous society. Thus, the 
Nepalese people live in a reality where various politically motivated cultural, ethnic and 
other groups are fighting for power, often using quite violent means. Furthermore, due to 
its mountainous landscape, it has been very hard to achieve equal development in all of the 
regions. (Pandey 2010: 10; Terho 2013: 16) 
 
Mountains in general play a very big role in Nepalese society and the lives of the people. 
The country covers much of the high Himalayan region, which means that one third of 
Nepal is at an elevation of over 4,500 meters and another third is called the “hilly region”. 
Moreover, Nepal is home to the ten highest mountains of the world. Thus, the Nepalese 
                                                
6 The autocracy of Rana Oligarhy that had held power from 1846-1951 was replaced by the Shah Dynasty. 
Even though the Shahs remained on the throne from 1846-1951, political power was still held by the Rana 
family. In 1951 the Rana system was eventually brought down by an alliance between the monarchy and the 
intellectuals. (Whelpton 2005) 
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people’s understanding of space and distance is primarily vertical and not horizontal 
(Liechty 2003: 39). However, this topography, which once gave Nepali rulers a military 
advantage, is now one of the biggest obstacles for development. It makes it difficult to 
build infrastructure, deliver any commercial products including food, spread information, 
and meet the other daily needs of a modern people. The monsoons also cause widespread 
landslides, and once the roads and cables are repaired they are often destroyed again. 
Hence, wireless technology, such as radio and mobile phones, have become much more 
widespread in Nepal than newspapers or books that have to travel physically. This also 
means that if landline telephones, books or newspapers were mostly accessible to the elite 
who lived in the urban areas of Nepal, wireless technology have become available to 
everyone. (Shrestha & Bhattarai 2017: 359)  
 
Therefore, modern communication technologies, especially mobile phones, have been 
crucial agents in the modernisation of Nepal (Liechty 2003: 151). The first GSM mobile 
service was launched in Nepal in 1999 (Shrestha & Bhattarai 2017: 359). In 2016, there 
were more mobile phones than people in Nepal, with the number totalling around 29 
million (Nepal Telecommunications Authority 2016). Mobile phones are by far the fastest, 
most reliable and convenient ways of connecting people, of spreading news and organising 
people’s lives. In some rural regions, mobile phone connections (2G or 3G) are the only 
means of connection available to people.  
 
The large number of mobile phones is also related to their affordability, which is the 
outcome of a competitive market (Pradhan & Bajracharya 2016: 227). Various authors 
have pointed out that the marketing strategies of mobile phone operators and the cost per 
minute of usage are important predictors of its mass penetration rate (Katz & Aakhus 
2002: 5; Schejter & Cohen 2002: 37; Horst & Miller 2006: 19-36). In Nepal there are two 
prominent network operators that compete: the public Nepal Telecom and multinational 
private company Ncell. During my fieldwork in Nepal, Ncell was owned by TeliaSonera7. 
Most of my informants subscribed to Ncell and I also used their services. Some of my 
informants had two SIM-cards, since in some regions only one network was available. Due 
                                                
7 In 2016 TeliaSonera sold its share to the Malaysian telecommunications group Axiata Group 
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to its topography two different technologies are used in Nepal: GSM in the valley and 
CDMA in the mountains (Terho 2013: 50).  
 
These companies also sold mobile phones. Nevertheless, it was very difficult to find shops 
where mobile phones or SIM-cards were sold, since many small shops or cafes advertised 
the brands without selling any equipment (Appendix 2, Photograph 1). In addition to 
internationally known brands such as Nokia, Sony and iPhone, there were a variety of 
Chinese brands such as BQ and Cromax. One could also buy new or used phones, originals 
or fakes from black market, as there were several phone-dealers8. Similarly to Tuukka 
Terho’s experience in Kathmandu, in Pokhara I saw many shops where Chinese copies 
were sold (Ibid. 47-48). While most of the younger people had smartphones, the older 
people I met often preferred to use phones with big numbers. If the price of a Sony 
smartphone started from € 100, Chinese analogues or copies could be had for only a few 
euros. 
 
However, the presence of a multinational telecommunication giant, not only meant the 
provision of network services and mobile phones. While I was in Nepal, the company put 
up their advertisements almost everywhere; and the pubs, restaurants, shops, markets were 
all full of advertisements (Appendix 2, Photograph 2). As TeliaSonera’s colour is purple, 
sometimes the company just coloured various urban spaces such as bus stops or empty 
walls (Appendix 2, Photographs 3 & 4). Their logos were also present in the mountain 
villages and even on the sides of the mountains (Appendix 2, Photograph 5). Billboards 
were full of the latest mobile phone offers and similar advertisements were in every 
newspaper and television programmes. The newspapers also had special sections for 
technology and mobile phones in which they provided good advice on smartphone ethics at 
work, new gadgets available for mobile phones, how mobile phones can empower women 
and so forth. (Appendix 2, Photograph 6) Thus, much like other developing countries, 
Nepalese people are constantly reminded that the mobile phone is the must-have asset for 
the current moment (Myerson 2001: 3). 
                                                
8 The size of the black market in Nepal was enormous and government was struggling to handle it. At the 
time I was in Nepal the government also introduced a new directive on type approval certification for import 
of phone sets to curb illegal import.  
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Nevertheless, even though most Nepalese people own mobile phones these days, there are 
many other factors that influence the functionality of the mobile networks. The most 
important one is definitely electricity, as mobile phones are dependent on the power grid. 
Therefore, very often the ability to charge one’s phone in Nepal becomes more important 
than owning it. As the country is still facing power shortages, there is a serious imbalance 
in demand and supply, especially during the dry period of the year (Pandey 2010: 117). In 
order to coordinate the situation, the Nepalese government is using a practice called load 
shedding. Load shedding means that different urban and rural areas receive electricity at 
different times, so that a couple of hours of blackout are followed by a couple of hours of 
electricity (Terho 2013: 51). Nevertheless, based on my personal experience, these hours 
almost never worked. When I asked Nepalese people about it, they told me not to rely on 
them. If they might have worked in the capital, there was no regularity in other towns or 
villages. In addition, Nepalese people were never optimistic about the length of the power 
outages, saying that the power can go off for weeks. The longest period I experienced 
without electricity was approximately 36 hours. In order to cope with these conditions, 
most of the modern hotels, middle-class families, restaurants, government offices and other 
institutions have their own backup generators. However, with long power outages, not all 
of the institutions can afford to generate enough electricity. Consequently, the ability to use 
one’s mobile phone when there is no electricity becomes very important. It helps one to 
continue working, connect with others or just spend time. Nevertheless, most of the 
Nepalese were used to the fact that they can never fully rely on electricity and therefore on 
their phones.   
 
 
2.3 Others and Us   
 
If ethnology is often considered to be traditionally preoccupied with history and heritage, 
anthropology is thought to be engaged with its colonial past, which focused on the 
“savages”, “primitives” and “natives” (Povrzanović Frykman 2008; Fabian 2006: 140). 
This in turn is connected to the philosophical discussions of “Others” as being inferior. As 
Edmund Leach has pointed out: ‘(w)e started by emphasizing how different are “the 
Others” and made them not only different, but remote and inferior’ (Leach 1973: 772). The 
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questions about power relations in turn led anthropology to the crisis of representation, 
which has been further complicated by the process of globalisation (Fabian 2006: 144). In 
response, “anthropology at home” was established and attention was given to countries, 
cultures and issues close to one’s home (A. Jackson 1987). 
 
Therefore, the question arises as to why I went to Nepal instead of conducting my research 
in Estonia, and what gives me the “right” to produce and represent knowledge of Others. 
Nevertheless, Susan Sontag, James Clifford and many other anthropologists have pointed 
out that while talking about “exotic” others, we also think about ourselves (Fabian 2006: 
140). In this sense ‘every version of an “other”, wherever found, is also the construction of 
a “self” (Clifford 1986: 23). However, a certain degree of alterity is essential for analytical 
thinking (Fabian 2006: 142). Therefore, my research is not interested in generalised or 
exotic others, but the analyses of the Nepalese people help me to start communicative 
interaction, which establishes the basis of every ethnographic research. (Ibid. 143) While 
cultural differences enabled me to achieve a certain degree of alterity, technology was as 
widespread in Nepal as it is in Estonia and most of the phenomena on which I focused in 
my research, can also be found in Estonia. Hence, my field site is defined by special 
technology rather than traditional qualifiers such as place or ethnicity. Using 
communication technology, and in particular the mobile phone, I am participating in the 
same social phenomenon as the informants of my research, believing that fieldwork 
happens when people meet.  
 
This also means that my research process can be thought of in terms of random encounters. 
Kate McCoy (2012) has claimed that narrowly defined scientism drastically reduces the 
possibilities for understanding human life and experiences. Thus, instead of seeking 
evidence-based science that draws on the assumption that reality is straightforward, we 
should think of life as constant “trouble”. In this troubling world neither objects nor 
subjects pre-exist, but are constituted through encounters. Similarly to McCoy, who has 
described how different encounters have changed her research, pointing out the influences 
of music, research funding, lecturers, presentations and even ideas from her students; I 
have tried to reflect on how my encounters have forced me to look below the surface. 
These encounters may mean trouble and disruption, but also joy and hope.  
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Having discussed the boundaries between the Other and Us, we also need to pay attention 
to the different time of the Other and Us. In other words, the problem with representation 
can be located not as a difference between image and reality, but as tension between 
presence and re-presentation (Fabian 2006: 143-144). Based on the ideas of Clifford 
Geertz, I suggest that the entire investigation can be constructed as an inquiry about the 
relationship between “being there” (in the field) and “being here” (writing the analysis) 
(Geertz 1988). This means that all research consists of the context of investigation and the 
context of explanation. Social facts are always constructed and the identity of the 
researcher is also an inseparable part of this process. As French sociologist, 
anthropologists and philosopher Pierre Bourdieu (1996) has stated, it is important not to 
ignore the context of the researcher, but to recognise and understand it. Thus, even though 
I have tried to make the voice of my informants heard as much as possible, by describing 
their reality, I am still bound to the social and cultural world of myself as a researcher 
(Reed 2008: 189–190). These two contexts are always intermingling with each other, and 
there is definitely as much “Estonianness” in my analysis as there is “Nepalese”.  
 
 
2.4 My journey to Nepal 
 
It was spring 2012 and I was scrolling down my e-mails when I saw a breath-taking picture 
of Nepal. At the time I was studying as well as working at the University of Essex in Great 
Britain. One of my colleagues had started a programme together with the University of 
Cambridge and they were looking for graduates to volunteer in Nepal. Since I was very 
busy with my studies in 2012, I decided to apply in 2013 and my application was 
approved. The internship was coordinated by a Cambridge-based charity – The Mountain 
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Trust9. After discussions with the representatives of the organisation, I was offered a job as 
a journalist at a Nepalese newspaper The Nepali Times10. 
 
At the time of my internship I had already started working on my MA degree in ethnology 
at the University of Tartu. Even though human-technology interaction was already my 
main research subject it was not the main reason for me to go to Nepal. On the contrary, I 
was mainly interested in the country because of its mountains and natural beauty. 
Paradoxically, technology was much more “present” in Nepal than its natural beauty. I 
found rapid development and technology everywhere, even while climbing mountains as 
high as 5,400 metres (Appendix 2, Photograph 7).     
 
I travelled to Nepal on 10 July 2014 and stayed there for about three months. I was 
travelling alone, yet I knew that I would be taken care of when I arrived in Kathmandu. By 
the time of my trip, I had already chosen Nepal as the research field for my MA thesis. I 
had written a research plan and read a lot of literature about both Nepal and technology.   
 
After staying in Kathmandu for a week and meeting the editorial team at The Nepali Times 
I travelled to Pokhara, the second largest city in Nepal, to work as the Pokhara 
correspondent. According to the 2011 census, there are approximately 264,991 inhabitants 
in Pokhara, which makes it five times smaller than Kathmandu  (Government of Nepal 
2012). Nevertheless, Pokhara is a well-known tourist destination, as it is located next to 3 
of the 10 highest mountains in the world. Most of the tourists and volunteers stay next to 
Phewa Lake, in a neighbourhood which is, consequently, known among tourists as Lake 
Side. Even though I travelled quite a lot during the three months, visiting small villages 
around Pokhara as well as some remote areas on the other side of the country, I always 
                                                
9 The Mountain Trust is a Cambridge based charity whose mission is to improve the lives of people in Nepal 
who struggle to access healthcare, education services and human rights. The organisation has initiated 
various programs as well as volunteer and internship placements. To fulfil its mission, the organisation also 
fundraises money. Among its supporters are many professors and high officials from various British 
universities. My internship in Nepal was self-funded. More information about The Mountain Trust can be 
found at http://www.mountain-trust.org/ 
10 The Nepali Times is an English language weekly that focuses on Nepali politics, business, culture, travel 
and society. During my internship I wrote 5 articles. I worked on a voluntary basis. More information about 
The Nepali Times can be found at http://nepalitimes.com/   
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returned to Pokhara, where most of my informants lived and which is therefore the main 
field site of my research. 
 
My initial plan was to work for The Nepali Times and the charity for three to four weeks. 
This would allow me to have two months for my ethnographic fieldwork. Actually, I 
started making ethnographic notes from the first day I arrived in Nepal and continued to 
write articles for the newspaper throughout my stay. Thus, I conducted the ethnographic 
fieldwork concurrently with being a journalist. Therefore, the negotiation of different 
social roles was an inseparable part of my social reality.  
 
 
2.5 Positionalities: Negotiation of different roles 
 
One of the biggest questions when doing qualitative research, especially participant 
observation, is how to negotiate the different roles a person has. While in Nepal I had 
various social roles, from journalist to a family daughter. 
 
After arriving in Pokhara, I asked the charity organisation if they knew any nice families to 
stay with. I wanted to live with a local family primarily for the purpose of ethnographic 
fieldwork. As the administrative officer of the charity had previously organised homestays 
for the volunteers, a family was found for me very quickly. The family had four members, 
mother, father, son and daughter. The family took very good care of me, treating me as 
their own child11. I slept in the same room with their 17-year-old daughter and we became 
good friends. She also became one of the main sources of information for me during my 
time in Nepal. The family was interested in what I was doing in Nepal and I explained my 
role as a journalist, volunteer and researcher to them. I also asked them if I could observe 
and analyse the ways in which they use communication technology, and even though they 
thought this request was quite funny, they were open to providing me information and 
help.   
 
                                                
11 The host family never called me their child, but they took care of me in the same way they took care of 
their own children. 
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As the editorial team of The Nepali Times was situated in Kathmandu and I was the only 
one working in Pokhara, I mostly wrote my articles in the office of the charity of The 
Mountain Trust, which was just 10 minutes away from my homestay. Thus, I had an 
opportunity to meet other volunteers12 and was included in all the visits and projects the 
organisation conducted. This enabled me to explore various village schools, participate in a 
rural health camp, etc. Nepalese people living and working in the Lake Side knew the 
organisation and it had a good reputation among them.  
 
I met most of my informants through my work as a journalist or as a volunteer of the 
charity organisation. On the one hand, journalists enjoy quite a high status in Nepalese 
society, since they have the power to write and release articles about people, their activities 
and companies. The Nepali Times, which was a weekly, also seemed to have a good 
reputation among people in the area and, when it was mentioned, most of those I met 
would recognise the name. Moreover, I was often treated quite well by the owners of 
tourism businesses or restaurants who hoped to receive a good review in the newspaper. 
On the other hand, people in the Lake Side were used to the volunteers who carefully 
saved their pennies, and looked for local and cheap rather than touristy and expensive 
places. They knew that the volunteers do not earn any money for their work and therefore, 
in a way, they were not seen as powerful as the tourists who come to Nepal to spend their 
money during their holidays. Thus, if working as a journalist sometimes helped open doors 
for me, and I felt that I was being treated differently, I quickly explained that my work is 
voluntary. Thus, I believe that my different roles balanced each other, and were in a way 
complementary.   
 
I had several discussions and interviews with my informants, both for newspaper articles 
and for my research project. Having seen their pictures in the national newspaper, my 
informants were very happy and proud. When I contacted or visited them again, they were 
                                                
12 At the time of my stay in Nepal the organization hosted about 15 volunteers. The average time of the stay 
of one volunteer was about 2 weeks. Most of the volunteers were medical students from Cambridge 
University and they worked in local hospitals or schools. As my work differed from theirs and all of them 
were in Nepal less time than I did, I spent quite little time together with them. Nevertheless, with some 
volunteers we conducted and participated in the same projects and visits, which made us closer. I told most 
of the volunteers about my research project and sometimes we shared thoughts about the ways in which 
Nepalese people use their mobile phone, but these conversations were rather short.   
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also happy to be interviewed for my research project. I also felt that Nepalese people are 
used to foreigners who are interested in their well-being or willing to help them. The 
country is also known for the numerous charities and other non-governmental 
organisations that contribute to its development. For instance, many orphanages and 
schools in Nepal are supported by various charity organisations that are based in Great 
Britain, Australia, the U.S. and many other countries.  
 
As an outcome of the formal and informal meetings I had with my informants, we came to 
know each other quite well. I also became friends with most of them on the Facebook 
social media network Nevertheless, after I left Nepal, I have had only had few discussions 
with them. As we do not live in the same environment anymore we also do not have as 
much in common. However, in April 2015, when Nepal was struck by a devastating 
earthquake that killed more than 9,000 people, I checked with my informants to see if they 
were safe and all of them had survived.  
 
Most of the people I interviewed were men, mainly because it was quite difficult for me to 
communicate with women in Nepal. Even though they seemed to use the communication 
technology as much as the men, they were not as open to communicating with foreigners. 
Often, they were occupied with tasks related to their children or households, while the men 
had positions in public places, such as restaurants, non-governmental organisations and 
hospitals. Yet, the main reason why it was hard for me to communicate with the women 
was my lack of language skills. I did not speak any Nepalese so I had to rely on informants 
who spoke English. Unlike the men, the women very rarely spoke English, since for a long 
time, education was only available to men in Nepal.  
 
I would also like to emphasise that, as I have described above, the differences between the 
rural and urban spaces in Nepal were quite enormous. In addition, one could recognise 
various castes, religions, economic and social classes. Thus, the ethnographic examples 
based on my own fieldwork should not be considered comprehensive when it comes to 
making generalisations about Nepalese people and culture or technology. Instead, the 
feelings and thoughts of the people I interviewed should be seen as expressions about their 
personal experiences, which may provide us interesting insights about technology. 
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However, these insights may differ considerably from the experiences of other religious 
groups or social classes in Nepal and worldwide.  
 
Before I conducted this research, I carefully informed the participants of the aim of my 
thesis and described its main themes and research questions. I also asked if I could record 
the interviews and everybody gave their permission. I usually used my computer to record 
the interviews, but one interview was recorded with my mobile phone. I tried to put the 
computer as far away as possible and shut off the screen to make sure that it was not a 
distraction. Some of the informants were a bit nervous at first, but I encouraged them by 
saying that they were free to decline to answer any questions that they were not 
comfortable answering. The participants were also asked if they wanted to read my work 
after it was completed and two of the informants said they were interested. In addition, I 
asked if their first names could be used in my thesis. Nevertheless, even though all the 
informants allowed me to use their names, I decided to use pseudonyms, since otherwise 
the informants could be recognised very easily and I do not want to expose them to any 
external attention.   
 
 
2.6 Informants’ profiles 
 
Akash 1 (male, 44 years old) – Akash was my host-father. He managed a small tourist 
office, which, unfortunately, went bankrupt during my time there. As we were living 
together, I could observe the ways he used communication technology at his workplace as 
well as at home. In the beginning, he had an office two houses away from our home, but he 
closed it and continued working from home using his personal laptop. Akash was very 
friendly and helped me whenever needed. Akash had a phone with buttons. 
 
Arjun (male, 43 years old) – I met Arjun through my work as a journalist. I was writing a 
story about ecotourism and found three brothers through the Internet that were managing 
an eco-village near Pokhara. After visiting the village and writing an article about them, 
we became good friends, but especially with Arjun. Arjun was the oldest and the initiator 
of the eco-village. He was also quite good at using technology. He had created a Facebook 
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page for the village and updated it constantly from his iPhone. I visited their village many 
times and spent time with the brothers and their families. 
 
Bibek (male; 27 years old) – Bibek was working as a volunteer translator in the charity 
organisation. He joined us for most of the field trips. When he was in the office, he always 
used the landline to call his friends. Bibek was also very sociable and helpful, and thus he 
became a good friend with most of the volunteers. Bibek used a phone with buttons.   
 
Birsha (female; 24 years old) – Birsha worked at The Mountain Trust charity. She was a 
young woman who had just married Bikash (see below). She spent most of her days at the 
charity office working with the computer, landline and mobile phone. As I was also 
working at the office, I could observe the ways in which Birsha used communication 
technology. Birsha helped me settle in and provided all the practical information I needed. 
She was also very helpful in explaining different cultural phenomena. Birsha had a 
smartphone. 
 
Bikash (male; 28 years old) – Bikash was Birsha’s husband. He would often come to the 
office of The Mountain Trust with Birsha and join us on fieldtrips. I also visited Birsha’s 
and Bikash’s home and wrote a newspaper article about how the couple had met through 
the Internet. Bikash obtained his BA in Australia, thus, in various conversations he often 
compared Nepal with Australia. Bikash had a smartphone.   
 
Bishnu (female, 17 years old) – Bishnu was my host family’s oldest child. As we slept in 
the same room, I came to know her very well. In addition, I could always observe how she 
used communication technologies. Bishnu often told me stories about Nepalese society as 
well as helped me with all kinds of practicalities. Thus she could be considered to be one 
of my key informants. Bishnu had a smartphone.     
 
Heena (female; 34 years old) – Heena lived in a room next to the office of the charity 
organisation. In fact, she rented her home to the office, leaving only private room for 
herself. Thus, she was in the office every morning and evening. Being very sociable, she 
often cooked for me and the other volunteers. While having breakfasts or dinners together, 
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we had various discussions about the life of the Nepalese people. Heena was an 
exceptionally independent woman compared to the other women I met. She had her own 
company, which focused on sending students to study in foreign countries. Thus she used 
her mobile phone very often and had long calls on business-related issues. Heena had a 
smartphone.   
 
Kamal (male; 30 years old) – Kamal was a doctor. He mostly worked in a local district 
near Pokhara. We met through the charity organisation as we were organising a free 
health-camp together. From the moment we met, Dr Kamal was very talkative. He was 
broad-minded and had opinions on everything from politics to Hollywood movies. We met 
many times in his local health centre, as well as in Pokhara. Dr Kamal had a phone with 
buttons.  
 
Sameer (male; 24 years old) – I met Sameer for the first time when I was planning a rafting 
trip for the charity’s volunteers. He was one of the guides and we had quite a lot to talk 
about, as we had both lived in Iceland for half a year. I also interviewed Sameer and his 
wife for one of my newspaper articles that talked about couples that had met through the 
Internet. Sameer had a smartphone.  
 
Umesh (male; 29 years old) – Umesh ran a sandwich stand in Pokhara. It was a small place 
located away from the main street of the Lake Side. It was visited mostly by local people, 
but the volunteers of our charity organisation had also discovered it. After another 
volunteer took me there, I went there almost every day. As there was no Internet in 
Umesh’s cafe, I never opened my computer and we chatted with Umesh instead. Already 
after our first conversation I learned that Umesh did a lot of observing in his café. He was 
analytical as well as very open to the visitors. Umesh had a phone with buttons.   
 
 
2.7 Data collection process and methods 
 
Like most fieldworkers, I experienced various feelings and stages while I was in Nepal. 
This can be best described by the stages of fieldwork outlined by Jan Blommaert and Dong 
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Jie (2010: 24–60). First of all, there was great chaos, which was connected to deep 
frustration and disappointment.  The first days of my stay in the country I was asking 
myself, why I had decided do this internship and thought that it was too great a challenge 
for me. It took me several weeks to get used to the Nepalese culture – their habits, 
attitudes, food and many other aspects. Coming from Estonia, where the population density 
is very low, Nepal felt enormously busy and too loud for me. In addition, as described 
previously, there were electricity blackouts, the infrastructure was very poor and almost 
nothing worked according to the set rules or times. Furthermore, as I had come to Nepal to 
work, I found it especially difficult to get used to the very loud environment, as I had been 
used to working in a quiet place. Nevertheless, my cultural shock was mitigated by the 
friendliness and kindness of Nepalese people. Whenever I had a problem finding my way 
or understanding the local habits, people always helped me. Therefore, the cultural shock 
was soon followed by a learning process, through which I started to understand the patterns 
of culture and everyday life. At the same time, my informants learned more about me and 
my interests, which made the learning process mutual. Throughout my first month in Nepal 
I took a lot of field notes and photographs and drew mind maps. This in turn enabled me to 
develop an interview protocol (Appendix 1) and start interviews with my informants. 
 
Before I developed my final focus, I also experienced a “bad interview”, which did not 
meet my expectations. After developing the first set of questions I asked one of my friends 
if he would agree to participate in a sample interview and my friend agreed. However, 
already at the beginning of the interview I felt that my questions were too difficult. As 
people do not often think about or analyse the technology they use in their everyday lives, 
my friend really struggled to understand my questions. In addition, I understood that my 
focus was too vague – I was trying to ask questions about different mediums from the 
technology of writing to the technology of television. As a result, my friend got very 
confused. Nevertheless, this interview was really important in helping me find the right 
focus and questions. After the interview, I redesigned my interview protocol, deciding to 
ask more concrete questions and provide examples. Last, but not least, throughout my time 
in Nepal I collected a lot of “rubbish” (Ibid. 58). In fear of overlooking any information 
that may be useful, I tried to collect everything from flyers to newspaper articles. 
Nevertheless, I understood the importance of this “rubbish” when I was doing my data 
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analyses and I believe that I will find it even more useful in the future. For instance, while 
looking through the newspaper articles I collected about mobile phones after I had 
categorised my data, I found a lot of new information that helped me better understand the 
context of my analysis. In addition, I can always go back to my collected items if I want to 
analyse the aspects that were not the focus of this work, but still ended up in the notes, 
such as people’s habits related to reading books, watching TV and listening to the radio. 
 
 
2.8 Participant observation 
 
One of the main methods I used in Nepal was participant observation. Even though 
participant observation is almost universally seen as the central method in anthropology, 
there is no agreement on the definition of what constitutes it (Dewalt, M., K., Dewalt R. B. 
& Wayland 2000: 259). I have based much of my research on scholars such as Spradley 
(1980), Van Maanen (1988) and Agar (1996), and have used participant observation as a 
cover term for all the observations related to my fieldwork. This method was especially 
important, as I did not have enough cultural competence and awareness. Thus, on the one 
hand, it helped me understand the physical, social, cultural, and economic context of 
Nepal. On the other hand, the data served as a check against the participant’s subjective 
reporting (Spradley 1980). However, it is important to ask to what extent I participated and 
when did I start to observe? While participation means emotional attachment, observation 
requires distance and detachment (Dewalt, M., K., Dewalt R. B. & Wayland 2000: 259). 
Even though some authors, especially sociologists and psychologists, believe in the value 
of “pure observation”, claiming that a researcher should try to influence the occasions as 
little as possible, I employed the techniques of researchers such as Malinowski and 
Bourgois by participating in the everyday actions of my informants as well as meeting 
their family and friends (Ibid. 259-260). I became friends with all of my informants while, 
at the same time, trying not to forget my analytical mind.  
 
I usually made notes using my computer, trying to write down something at least once a 
day. As expected my field notes were much longer in the beginning, when everything was 
new and exciting. As time passed, the entries in my fieldwork diary became shorter, but 
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they became more relevant to my actual research question. If I did not have my computer 
with me or if the battery was dead, I wrote my ideas down in a designated notebook. My 
notebook was small enough to fit in the side pocket of my bag and therefore I could easily 
grab it even when I was in a public bus or rickshaw. In addition, I used my phone and 
camera to take photographs, which I later analysed. 
 
 
2.9 Semi-structured interviews 
 
In addition to participant observation I conducted in-depth semi-structured interviews with 
ten informants. All the interviews were conducted at the end of my fieldwork period in 
September. They lasted from 30 to 90 minutes, generally being an hour long. Even though 
I somewhat followed the interview protocol. I was very open to all the answers and tried to 
let informants lead the discussion. The interview protocol consisted of three thematic 
sections: questions related to the technology of writing, life before and with the 
technology/mobile phone, and the feelings related to the technology/mobile phone. In this 
thesis I focus on the second and third sections. After recording the interviews, I transcribed 
them. This process was followed by the categorisation of the data according to the topics 
that emerged. Most of the interviews were conducted individually, the one exception being 
Birsha and Bikash’s interview. As Birsha and Bikash were a couple, they decided to 
respond together. In this case, Bikash was definitely much more active. Nevertheless, as I 
worked together with Birsha, I had an opportunity to ask some of the questions again on 
another day.  
 
When choosing the interview venues, I tried to ensure that my informants felt comfortable. 
Therefore, most of the interviews occurred in the places where they usually spent their 
days. Birsha and Bikash’s interview was conducted at the office, when Bikash came to 
have lunch with Birsha. The office of the charity organisation was also the venue of 
Heena’s interview, as she lived there. Dr Kamal and Bibek were interviewed during our 
fieldtrip to the local healthcare centre at the doctor’s office. My host family members, 
Akash and Bishnu were interviewed at our home and Arjun at his home. The interview 
with Sameer was conducted at his workplace. 
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2.10 Autoethnography 
 
Anthropologist Kristen Hastrup has claimed that “rightness” in anthropology is not based 
on credibility, which is external to the experience, but is instead ensured by 
‘anthropologists being in touch with reality’ (Hastrup 2012: 469). Thus, in order to study 
this world, one has to “live her part”. Nevertheless, as mentioned before we also need to 
have a certain degree of distance, which enables one to establish the basis of the analytical 
mind. This means that we have to engage with the world as “double agents”, being at the 
same time researchers as well as members of a community. In other words, for a researcher 
it is not enough to just smell, feel and listen, we also have to recognise what is special 
about this smell, feeling or sound. (Ibid. 456) 
 
While it is often hard to distance oneself from cultural practices, it is even more difficult to 
analyse one’s own experience. However, I suggest that our analyses of ourselves can 
enable us to understand others. Furthermore, as Jennifer Brady has pointed out, the 
autoethnographic method allows us to focus on emotions, passions and perceptions, 
offering alternative approach to rational thinking. Instead of letting us stay in our comfort 
zone, it requires us to recognise our fears, embarrassment and wonder. (Brady 2011)  
Believing in the potential of autoethnography, I have also focused on my own experience, 
analysing my relationship with technology. I have examined my experience in Nepal and 
paid attention to the feelings and thoughts related to it. I also propose that 
autoethnographic observations serve as the starting point of my research, as my interest in 
this topic grew out of my own experience with technology – both frustration and 
happiness.  
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3. MOBILITY: How can mobile phones increase mobility, while 
also causing isolation? 
 
The notion of mobility is often described as one of the main characteristics of 
postmodernity. Postmodernity, in turn, is directly related to new technology. Thus, to talk 
about mobility is to enter into a discussion that is defined by problems as well as 
opportunities created by the compression of our spatial and temporal worlds (Harvey 1989: 
240). It is widely believed that contemporary telecommunication allows us to overcome 
the limits of time and space, increasing mobility, flexibility and sociability. Paradoxically, 
people feel that public spaces are ‘colonized by private talk’ and telecommunication also 
causes distance and isolation (Katz & Aakhus 2002: 8-9; Puro 2002: 23). In this chapter I 
show how the embeddedness of mobile phone in people's lives is experienced through the 
keyword of mobility. On the bases of the experiences of my informants, I suggest that the 
mobile phone is experienced as an agent of mobility as well as immobility. I start by 
describing how the mobile phone allows people to offer and receive socio-emotional 
support and continue by analysing how it helps to solve everyday practicalities and 
facilitate planning. Subsequently I examine the ways in which the mobile phone is seen to 
make people move less and cause social absence from the physical place.  
 
 
3.1 Keeping in touch and solving emergency situations 
 
Before going to Nepal, I knew that telecommunication technology enabled me to stay in 
contact with my family and friends and check on how they are doing whenever I feel 
inclined to do so. Much like my own experience, most of the informants claimed that they 
use their mobile phones to offer and receive socio-emotional support from their family and 
friends. For instance, Heena said that she calls her mother every day and Bishnu used the 
phone to regularly call her grandparents. These examples illustrate the arguments of Katz 
& Aakhus (2002), Kerry & Debi (2009) and many others who claim that mobile phones 
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first and foremost allow us to stay in contact with our friends and family.  Furthermore, the 
mobile phone is seen as a key to retaining accessibility and staying in touch in today’s 
mobile world, where people more often go to study or work away from their home villages 
or towns13. This attitude was also exemplified by Umesh when we had the interview in his 
cafe:    
 
Because it’s like a, especially nowadays in Nepal, every, each family, they are 
sending one or two, their children to work for the city area or abroad away. So 
they usually connecting each other, want to know how they going on…  
(Umesh, male, 29 years old) 
 
While the older informants had longer conversations with their parents or partners, the 
younger ones mostly called their friends to talk about everyday matters. Therefore, the 
mobile phone is very important for young people to “keep up” or “keep in contact” with 
their peers (Leonardi, P., Leonardi M. & Hudson 2006: 218). I often observed either Birsha 
or Bibek using the mobile phone to “chit-chat” with their friends when I was working in 
the office of The Mountain Trust. Even though I could not understand the language, I 
could feel the difference between official work-related calls and more relaxed calls to their 
friends, which often lasted for a couple of hours. In fact, during most of the time the 
Nepalese workers and volunteers spent in the office they had conversations with their 
friends on the phone.   
 
When asked why they call their friends or family, a number of informants said that it feels 
good to call those close to them, because it abolishes the distance that is otherwise there. 
For instance, Umesh pointed out: 
 
Umesh: To connect, yeah it’s like a distance clear, yeah (laughing)  
 
Merilin: Yes, so it kind of erases the distances? 
 
Umesh: Yeah, or if I get some, some call from someone, that’s feel good for me, it’s 
really sad I forget them, you know (laughing). 
(Umesh, male, 29 years old)  
                                                
13 Survey studies conducted in the early 2000s have found that mobile phones do not have a role in long-
distance relationships, and instead e-mail is the predominant means of keeping in touch. Nevertheless, these 
findings may be in part an outcome of the pricing structures surrounding mobile phone calls at that time. 
(Baym 2010: 139) 
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As a matter of fact, the notion of distance has a central role in the discourse of 
postmodernism. Various authors have claimed that distance has never in history meant 
“less” than it does in the postmodern society. Furthermore, telecommunication technology 
is seen to be primary in abolishing the distance (e.g. Toffler 1970; Jameson 1991). The 
mobile phone is thus experienced as a tool that helps people keep in touch irrespective of 
the physical distance between them or the time they have spent apart. 
 
In addition, as many researchers of rural areas have pointed out, the phone is a particularly 
important tool for keeping in touch in societies that are still struggling with a low literacy 
rate (Lessem & Schieffer 2016: 69; Zouinar & Ndiaye 2015: 66). While over many 
centuries the dominant way in which people made contact over long distances was through 
written correspondence, this was not available for the people who could not read. If we 
consider that the level of literacy in Nepal in 1990 was only 39%, we can see that the 
majority of Nepalese people did not have the opportunity to communicate over distances 
before the arrival of mobile phones (Whelpton 2005: 170). This observation was also 
pointed out by two of the informants, Bishnu and Arjun, who both emphasised that, for 
them, the mobile phone is a particularly important way to keep in touch because many of 
their relatives or friends cannot read. For instance, Arjun said:  
 
I use, phone, it to call to my wife. I never text, okay. My wife doesn’t read, but if she 
is in city and I am here, I am village, we call each day. I want to know how 
children are in school and how office is. 
      (Arjun, male, 43 years old) 
 
Even if their parents or partners could read, all the informants said that they prefer calling 
to texting. Texting was also more expensive in Nepal than calling. In addition, Kamal and 
Bibek pointed out that texting takes much more energy than calling. For instance, Kamal 
claimed:  
 
Kamal: I am lazy texting. I prefer calling.  
 
Merilin: Why? 
 
Kamal: Because that, that takes much of my time. More natural also.   
 
Merilin: What about you, Bibek: 
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Bibek: Me, no, I don’t prefer texting message, feeling bore and long time, long time 
for texting. 
 (Kamal, male, 30 years old and Bibek, male, 27 years old)  
 
This shows that the ability to transfer voice over distance is still among the most prominent 
features of the mobile phone in Nepal. People use the phone to keep in touch with their 
social networks and kinship relations (Horst and Miller 2006: 76, 173). The phone allows 
them to feel that there is no distance between themselves and the ones they are talking to, 
which in turn may encourage people to travel and work abroad, or in other towns or cities 
than their family and peers.  
 
The informants of my study also pointed out that the mobile phone is essential in different 
emergency situations. In fact, the possible health benefits of the mobile phone have been 
studied by many scholars in developing as well as developed countries. Concepts such as 
m-health and telemedicine are good examples of this trend. Most of these studies focus on 
telemedicine type applications (e.g. Wu et al. 2012), but some scholars have also 
highlighted the importance of mobile phone for health and emergencies in rural and 
mountainous areas (Hudson 2006: 48; Donner & Mechael 2013; Morrison et al. 2013). Dr 
Kamal described how the mobile phone is the most useful tool for women volunteers 
whose task it is to help villagers with health-related issues. Mobile phones are used to 
spread the word about upcoming health camps, remind patients to take their medicine and 
call the doctor when help is needed. I myself visited a health-camp14 where there were 
about 680 patients. While I asked the women-volunteers how they had spread the word 
about the health camp, they said that they used their mobile phones. One woman explained 
to me that the villages in the area are very far from each other, and therefore, there is no 
other means of spreading the information than mobile phones. Dr Kamal, who works in a 
rural health-care centre, also felt that he must always answer the phone because he has 
chosen to be a doctor: 
 
I have chosen profession in a such a way that I cannot to deny that, so […] I, I 
can’t switch off my phone because I am medical person. Any sort of emergency 
cases can occur. [...] It’s like, sometimes here as well, at eleven o’clock or in the 
                                                
14 I also wrote an article about the health camp for The Nepali Times: http://nepalitimes.com/article/Nepali-
Times-Buzz/female-health-volunteers-working-to-save-lives,1723 
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middle of night the nurses call, right? And so I have to pick it up and see the 
condition, what’s the condition of the patient and you can manage, in this way, you 
give, you give the sort of injections.  
(Kamal, male, 30 years old) 
 
Dr Kamal also added that mobile phone allows him to commute between the town where 
his wife lives and the village where the local health-care centre is. Without his phone, he 
would need to be in the village the entire time he is on duty, but the mobile phone allows 
him to be with his wife and travel to the village only when his help is needed: 
 
Usually I am on the call, so on call duty, just like if, if I happen to be in the city, 
then I can come in middle of night, so, this, this has helped me, this technology has 
helped me to reach to my patients. 
(Kamal, male, 30 years old) 
 
Similarly to doctor Kamal, Arjun, who managed eco-village, pointed out that the mobile 
phone is needed to help the people of his village. Even though, Arjun is not a doctor, he 
owned a car that was often essential for solving emergency situations: 
 
Sometimes they call from village, somebody is ill. I need to answer, because no 
cars in village, when somebody ill, I need to send jeep or go… 
       Arjun (male, 43 years old) 
 
Thus, the mobile phone is seen as a means of care and security that becomes especially 
crucial in emergency situations, mostly because of the link between the phone and the 
transport system (Horst & Miller 2006: 140). If we consider that the majority of people in 
Nepal live on various hillsides, where there is no public transport, sometimes even no 
proper roads15, we can assume that this link may forestall many possible tragedies.  Thus, 
the mobile phone is seen as a means of care and security.   
 
  
                                                
15 As described in Chapter 2, pp 28 
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3.2 Planning and coordinating  
 
Katz and Aakhus claim that, in addition to its ability to forestall tragedy, ‘the mobile phone 
is praised as a means to facilitate the planning and coordination of everyday matters’ 
(2002: 8). Thus, there is a clear relationship between the mobile phone and the possibility 
of planning and managing one’s time and mobility. When I arrived in Nepal, my employer 
already made sure on the first day that I have a pre-paid SIM card. He explained that in 
Nepal the mobile phone is the primary means of contact and e-mails are only used by those 
who have the financial resources to buy a computer. Later, four of my informants, Birsha, 
Akash, Sameer and Heena told me that they do use e-mails, but only to contact with 
foreigners; local business is mostly done by mobile phone.    
 
During my stay in Nepal I could see the crucial role of mobile phones for most people 
from mountain guides to taxi drivers. As indicated by my employer, I myself 
communicated with all these people either face-to-face or via mobile calls or texts. The 
only person I sent e-mails to was the editor of The Nepali Times. In addition, all of my 
informants claimed that mobile phones were essential for their work. Similarly to my 
observations, Horst and Miller point out that in Jamaica mobile phones can be seen 
operating in all sorts of businesses. Nevertheless, just like Miller and Horst, I did not meet 
anyone who believed that mobile phones can be a source of employment. (Horst and Miller 
2006: 103)  Instead, they were seen as useful means for increasing one’s value on the job 
market and performing necessary tasks more effectively. For instance, Heena described 
how her mobile phone helps her solve different work-related issues:      
 
Heena: In a business sector also, it’s easy for us to talk them and to meet a client, 
to go somewhere, everything is very easy and if you have some problem, even you, 
we can use the mobile.  
 
Merilin: So in your business, the mobile is the basic communication? 
 
Heena: Definitely 
 
(Heena, female, 34 years old) 
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Heena also claimed that mobile phones make people smart. When I asked her to explain 
her argument, she said:  
 
See, if I want to meet someone, if he doesn’t have the landline, he is out of phone. I 
can call, just come here and here I want to meet you, like that, it’s very smart and if 
I saw someone in a road, out from the, your place, I just call, I am seeing you here, 
is you? If yes, come, I am also here, see, how smart. I can meet anywhere any 
people (laughing). 
(Heena, female, 34 years old) 
 
Similarly, Umesh argued that mobile phones help people save time that would otherwise 
be wasted on commuting:  
 
We are saving I, as much as I feel my experience, 80% time we are saving. We just 
left the place, you know, we are just on the way and asking the friend, aa, where it 
is? Where is your home? Where is she’s home? You know, or maybe we are 
directly contacting, where are you? I am on the way, you know… So if he is 
somewhere, so he will come back to home or somewhere or he just mention me, oo 
come to this street rather than to my home, you know. So that is why we can save, 
otherwise we don’t know when he coming or when she coming. So waiting in one 
place. He or she might be come at the evening, you know or maybe next day, we 
don’t have any idea, so… 
(Umesh, male, 29 years old) 
 
The possibility to coordinate activities and save time is also one of the main reasons why 
parents buy their children mobile phones in the first place (Ling & Yttri 2002: 157). I met 
only one person in Nepal who did not have a mobile phone – my host family’s youngest 
member – their 12-year-old son, Rokshek. While I asked his sister Bishnu if her brother 
would like to have a phone, Bishnu explained how useful it would be for him in planning 
his time:     
 
Merilin: Would he like to have a phone? 
 
Bishnu: Yes (with very excited voice). Because he goes here and there all the, so 
many times, all, in the whole day, so that’s why. He says that sometimes give me 
phone, so that way it would be easier to ring me. So, you will not have any problem 
to search me, you can just ring me, so that’s why give me a phone. 
(Bishnu, female, 17 years old) 
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Therefore, mobile phones allow people to plan their time, which in capitalist society has 
become conceptualised as ‘malleable - spendable, wasteable, stretchable and contractible’, 
much more efficiently (Katz & Aakhus 2002: 215). Some of the people I interviewed also 
claimed that mobile phones allow people to save time, yet, Nicola Green and Leslie 
Haddon have pointed out that the relationship between time and the mobile phone is not so 
straightforward. The authors suggest that one may think of the precedent of household 
appliances, such as washing machines, which were also thought to save time, but which 
have instead make people wash their clothes more often. Similar trends can be seen in 
regards to the mobile phone, which is often used to communicate more than before and 
therefore time pressure increases instead. (Green & Haddon 2009: 83-84) Nevertheless, it 
is clear that mobile phones increase flexibility, also enabling one to cope with changes 
(Ling 2004). This kind of mobility is especially essential in rapidly developing societies, 
such as Nepal, where circumstances are changing very quickly. For instance, there were 
almost no house numbers or street names in Pokhara. Even if the house had a number, 
most of its inhabitants did not know it. For example, my host family did not know the 
address of our home, neither did the secretary at The Mountain Trust, even though I lived 
on the first floor of a hotel and The Mountain Trust was a public organisation. Birsha, the 
secretary at The Mountain Trust explained that instead of addresses, Nepalese people use 
mobile phone numbers when they need to make deliveries: 
 
We just give our phone number and so. If we get something from UK, we just give 
my phone number, office number. They just come in this location to this and this 
and call me.  
(Birsha, female, 24 years old) 
 
When I visited the post office in Pokhara I was also shown letters that only had a name and 
a mobile phone number on them. Sometimes people had written longer addresses on the 
envelopes but they rather looked like descriptions of the houses, not specific numbers. 
Heena also explained that if people don’t know their house number, they will describe the 
nearby houses or use the mobile-phone number:  
 
So just put the name and ward number, we have a ward number and the first name 
and near to my house, what is a popular thing, like that has to be. [...] Yeah and if 
we have telephone number, they will give a call, otherwise you, who are sending 
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that letter, he or she will give you information, have to go post-office before like 
that.  
(Heena, female, 34 years old) 
 
When my informants needed to go to certain places, they said that they did not use maps or 
street addresses. Instead, all of my informants said that the Nepalese people prefer to ask 
the locals or to call a friend, as Umesh’s answer explains:    
 
Umesh: They prefer to asking to people. Maps can be changed, you know….  
 
Merilin: Maps can be changed, what do you mean? 
 
Umesh: Mean, like street, nowadays, you know if you are going, like some hotel 
were in this map, this is street, if you have to run next place, it is you know, 
agreement is finished, so you have to move from that street, so it is not working like 
that. Especially… Especially in Nepal, they exactly know first place, nearby, 
everything they asking before to leave, you know and on the way if they got 
confused, they are asking to each other or nearby, or you know, like this.  
(Umesh, male, 29 years old) 
 
In fact, while walking on the streets of Pokhara, I could see construction work everywhere. 
New hotels, restaurants, cafes and many other buildings were being built every day. This 
also meant that finding my way to different locations was one of the most difficult tasks I 
had in Nepal. In the beginning I tried to find a local map, but no such thing was sold in any 
of the local shops. Sometimes I asked Bishnu or Heena to give me directions, but I never 
understood the maps they drew for me16. Often taxi-drivers would ask me to give them the 
mobile-phone number of the person I was supposed to meet, because my directions were 
unclear. Similarly to my experiences, Tuukka Terho also describes how mobile phones are 
used to mediate ‘spatial locations and movement’ in Kathmandu (2013: 41). During his 
fieldwork in Kathmandu, he experienced the ways in which people used the calling 
function to move in the urban infrastructure of the city. Terho added that the calling 
function became especially useful during festivals when the town was even more chaotic 
and mobile (Ibid. 41-43). Thus, the mobile phone helps people to be flexible in constantly 
changing situations, such as in Nepal.     
 
                                                
16 Neither of them drew houses on the maps, but rather directions: sometimes they specified big landmarks 
such as a river or a huge tree, but they did not draw streets or houses.  
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Much like directions and traffic information, mobile phones are seen to change the media 
landscape (Gordon 2007). Same can be said about Nepal, where historically, in rural and 
mountainous areas newspapers took days to be delivered, if it was possible at all. Thus, it 
was an expensive privilege of the rich (Keeling 2001: 43). Even today I experienced many 
days when the newspaper did not arrive at the office of The Mountain Trust because of the 
heavy rain that did not allow the airplanes to fly from Kathmandu to Pokhara. Mobile 
phones, on the other hand, enable people to document and report the events at any time. 
News is spread by using phone calls or text messaging and if one has the access to the 
Internet, he or she could read or listen to the news online. Heena claimed that the 
possibility to constantly update oneself with the latest news is one of the biggest 
advantages of the mobile phone:   
 
Merilin: So do you, do you think something has improved, is better with mobile 
phones? 
 
Heena: Very much better.  
 
Merilin: So what? 
 
Heena: Update, even after we get a smart-phone, most of people are update on 
current situation, current news. 
(Heena, female, 34 years old) 
 
Similarly, Umesh pointed out that as opposed to newspapers, mobile phones allow the 
news to travel very fast:  
 
If they read the newspaper before afternoon, then they are knowing from the 
newspaper exactly what happened. You know otherwise, nowadays [...] Every hour 
there is news for ten minutes or five minutes…every hour…so that why it…. nobody 
prefers to read the news… news is only they are printing midnight, around 12 to 1, 
so if something happen in the morning, it is not coming in the same day newspaper, 
or it’s raining, it is coming next day or day after tomorrow 
(Umesh, male, 29 years old) 
 
In conclusion, all the informants of my study believed that mobile phone helps them to 
facilitate their plans and be constantly updated about current events and changes. Thus, the 
mobile phone allows people to be more organised, but it also makes them more flexible to 
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the changes that are caused by the environment. Moreover, it not only makes people more 
mobile, but also makes letters, as well as news, travel faster.  
 
 
3.3 Mobile phone as a cause of immobility  
 
After exploring how mobile phones make us mobile and flexible, we can move on to 
analysing the ways it also makes us immobile. J. S Archambault examined how young men 
in Mozambique use their mobile phones and pointed out that even though the mobile 
phone helps to bridge the distances in significant ways it ‘nonetheless, and somewhat 
ironically, also betrays young men’s immobility’ (2012: 394). Archambault argues that 
especially when it comes to communications between women and men, mobile phones 
make young men “sit down” and wait for the phone to “beep” or ring. When they miss the 
“beep” and opportunity to call back, they feel that their masculinity is being tested. (Ibid. 
408) I observed similar trends among the young people in Nepal. Most of my informants 
admitted that their face-to-face contacts with friends and family members have decreased 
after they started using mobile phones. In addition, people often expressed concerns about 
the situation of the next generation who will be able to access the Internet on their mobile 
phones. For instance, Dr Kamal described:  
 
That, this mobile phones, the main thing was that before 2 to 3 years, there was no 
sort of Internet in mobile phones. But the mobile, Internet connection in each and 
every mobile phones has lead to, the youth to be more involved on mobile phones 
only…  
(Kamal, male, 30 years old) 
 
This trend is also supported by my observation that, whenever there was a power outage of 
more than 3 or 4 hours, the streets in Pokhara were much livelier and the parks were full of 
people. When I first experienced this, I was quite confused. I went outside to look for a 
restaurant that has back-up generator and found it difficult to move through the masses of 
people that had gathered. While I first thought that it is some kind of festival, Bishnu, my 
host family’s daughter, and Birsha, the secretary at The Mountain Trust, explained to me 
that people generally start gathering when there is no electricity. Otherwise they stay in 
their houses, watch TV and use their mobile phones either to play games, surf the Internet 
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or communicate. The gatherings start once the mobile-phone batteries start running out. 
Therefore, various technologies, including mobile phones, may also cause people to move 
less. Bishnu admitted that she goes out much less than she used when she did not have a 
mobile phone:  
 
I think I go less outside. Comparing to my friends, I go less outside. Because I have 
Internet inside. And, and whenever we gather, our friends, we gather, we use our 
phone more than talking to each other if phone has battery (starts laughing). 
(Bishnu, female, 17 years old) 
 
When analysing this quote, we can also see that Bishnu says that when getting together 
with their friends, they often pay more attention to their phones than each other, something 
that I will elaborate on further in the next subchapter. In conclusion, Bishnu added that her 
life was far more fun without a mobile phone. When asked what she meant by the term 
“fun”, she explained: 
 
Merilin: So why was this time fun?  
 
Bishnu: Because we don’t have phone that times. And whenever we meet our 
friends, we don’t talk about phones. We don’t talk about the Facebook. So that’s 
why that was fun. We used to play very nicely, we talked. And now whenever we get 
together we talk about the Facebook, phone, photos, only (with very upset voice). 
 
[...] 
 
Merilin: So your brother has fun at the moment? 
 
Bishnu: Yes. I never see him at home. He is always playing football or something. 
 
(Bishnu, female, 17 years old) 
 
 
While Bishnu’s quotation also seems to imply a certain amount of nostalgia, it is clear that 
mobile phones are more attractive for young people than many other activities. If young 
people stay home more because social connections are now maintained or established 
through mobile phones, or the mobile phone is more attractive than other activities, older 
informants said that they might be moving less because of practical reasons. For instance, 
Arjun described how in the past people used to go from village to village to spread 
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messages, but now it is much more practical to call. Similarly to Arjun, Umesh described 
how people prefer to use mobile phones instead of travelling themselves:    
 
Before phone, if I have to take something from someone, I just went to their home, 
you know, but nowadays what they do, they call, can you send to this person to my, 
this came to my home or I send one of my friends, so you can hand over him [...] 
They prefer to solve by the phone, rather than to go outside…. 
(Umesh, male, 29 years old) 
 
Thus, be it either for practical or emotional reasons, mobile phones also contribute to a 
certain degree of immobility. Furthermore, one of my informants, Bikash pointed out that 
the mobile phone is also called cell phone, which he thought might refer to the concept of 
prison:    
 
Somebody told me, cell, cell phone, in Australia, they say cell phone. Phone-prison 
(starts laughing).  
(Bikash, male, 28 years old) 
 
In fact, when we look at the roots of the concept of a cell phone, we can see that the word 
“cell” is abbreviated from “cellular”, which can either be understood as little cells or a 
little cell (Online Etymology Dictionary 2015). Therefore, similarly to prisons, it could be 
said that cell phones restrict our mobility. If we also add that the mobile phone is different 
from other technologies because it normalises surveillance, which means among other 
things that it also provides opportunities for discipline and control, we can clearly 
understand how the mobile phone can in many ways also restrict one’s freedom (Heckman 
2006: 181). Nevertheless, even though this discussion represents dystopian views of 
technology, which claim that it reduces humanity to slavery (Ihde 1979: xxiv-xxv), I would 
suggest that our relationship with technology is not one-sided. At some point we may feel 
that mobile phones restrict our freedom, but at other times it seems to liberate us, 
something that I elaborate on in the last chapter of my data analyses.    
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3.4 Social absence and isolation  
 
In addition to Bishnu, who claimed that when she was together with her friends, they often 
spent more time on their phones than speaking to each other, a number of the informants 
pointed out that mobile phones make them feel isolated from the people with whom they 
are physically together. In fact, Puro as well as Katz and Aakhus claim that the 
privatisation of public space is one of the most distinctive characteristics of mobile phones. 
When talking on the phone, we enter our own private spaces, isolating ourselves from 
other people. Even though we are physically together, we are socially absent. (Puro 2002: 
23; Katz & Aakhus 2002) 
 
While working in Nepal, I often isolated myself from my host family, workmates and 
friends in order to communicate with my family and friends at home. The best Internet 
connection was in The Mountain Trust office, so I mostly used the office to Skype. Since I 
spoke in Estonian, no one understood the content of my conversation. This isolated me 
from the volunteers and staff members that were working at the office at the same time. 
For instance, once we were all preparing for the health camp and had many spirited 
discussions. After I had talked to my family on Skype for 20 minutes I felt I no longer 
understood the content of the discussions, nor the jokes people were making. I had broken 
the public space with my private talk.    
 
Similarly, I observed how Nepalese people isolated themselves from the group and place 
while talking on their mobile phones. Puro has also pointed out that there is a 
commonplace non-verbal performance of mobile phone usage: people turn their back to 
the group, walk away or slowly start walking around (2002: 23). As the calls are most 
often unexpected, they begin very suddenly, they also interrupt the natural flow of social 
gatherings and our set plans. For instance, most of my informants had at least one phone 
call while we had the interview. All of them answered the calls, with only one asking for 
permission to do so. When answering the calls, my informants usually turned their backs to 
me or left the table. This in turn indicates that some physical distance is still needed while 
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social distance is created. After the call was over, the informants usually asked me to 
remind them what we had been talking about.  
 
Interestingly, the isolation was mostly felt when one was left out or ignored. For instance, 
Bikash pointed out that he enjoys using the mobile phone while having dinner, but her wife 
Birsha claims that he is antisocial:  
 
Merilin:  When you have dinner, do you also take your mobile phone out? 
 
Bikash: I do (little laugh, probably a bit shamed) 
 
Birsha: Yeah, you do  
 
Bikash: I do 
 
Birsha: Yeah, he often don’t talk to me, he is antisocial 
 
Bikash: Amm, I don’t feel antisocial when the people around me, they saying I am 
antisocial (starts laughing).  
(Bikash, male, 28 years old and Birsha, female, 24 years old) 
 
Nevertheless, various studies have argued that mobile phones increase sociability and 
decrease loneliness (e.g. Wei & Lo 2006; Hampton, Goulet & Albanesius 2015). These 
studies claim that we do not have to spend any time alone anymore, because we have the 
freedom to call whoever we like whenever we want – an attitude that was also expressed 
by the informants of my study and will be elaborated on further in the next chapter. 
However, this also means that people can always interrupt us while we are physically 
together with somebody. Or as Puro has stated ‘(o)ne runs the risk that others assume the 
mobile phone owner will accept messages regardless of place and time’ (2002: 22). This 
perpetual availability, in turn, could also be seen as a tie.  If we add the possibility of 
checking information on the Internet and the games available on the phone, we can 
understand how often people become “socially absent”.     
 
In Nepal I observed many social gatherings that were interrupted by mobile phones. For 
instance, I was invited to a party with my host’s extended family. Since there was a power 
outage, the younger ones started to sing different songs and their mothers danced. This 
activity ended very suddenly, after one of the children brought out his mobile phone. From 
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that moment on most of the young people started to play games or text on their mobile 
phones. The older generation did not have any music to continue dancing so they stopped. 
Furthermore, the sound of the games was so loud that it was impossible to continue any 
conversation.  This trend is also exemplified by the following quote from Bikash:  
 
Before when there was no mobile, was not accessible, children used to laugh and 
joy and then we can enjoy it like to the wholest, but now whenever they come to my 
house, the uncle has a mobile, I can play games.  
(Bikash, male, 28 years old) 
 
Much like the previous example, Arjun pointed out that after his wife obtained a new 
phone, she would always play with it and not talk to him: 
 
I am not, can not give her information, talk her. She played this game five days, If I 
wanted to say family news, she said, I am winning.  
(Arjun, male, 43 years old) 
 
While the quotes of both Bikash and Arjun indicate that, in a way, mobile phones can 
interrupt or break up activities, Umesh claimed that people start playing with their phones, 
when they feel bored or do not know all the people in the group. Furthermore, Umesh 
argued that by playing with one’s phone, a person allows his or her friends to continue 
talking. In this sense, distancing oneself from others can also be seen as a gesture of 
politeness:  
 
So if the friend each other know everybody, then they rather not playing with the 
mobile, they just connect each other  [...], you know everybody connect in that way, 
but somebody, like they are talking, just only two of them in that matters or that 
time or that happened. And the next one just listens, its feeling so boring  [...] So 
that’s why in myself I am going to someone with friend, which I don’t know but my 
other friend knows, she know very well him, I rather make a distance and away and 
make a play or call my mobile, because they might use their time.  
(Umesh, male, 29 years old) 
 
Umesh also pointed out that that mobile phones bring us closer to the people who are far 
away, but distances us from the ones with whom we are together. Similarly to Umesh, 
Arjun claimed that he feels people don’t talk as much to the people with whom they are 
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physically together any more. That is why he does not want to have Internet access in the 
eco-village that he has built for tourists: 
 
We are thinking of Internet, putting up here. All the tourism businesses have 
Internet at these days. But maybe it is better we don’t have. Then people must talk 
to each other (Arjun blinks his one eye and starts laughing)  
(Arjun, male, 43 years old) 
 
In addition, Umesh and Heena indicated that the mobile phone not only isolates friends 
from each other, but also creates a distance between younger and older generations. This 
argument can be exemplified by the following quote from Umesh:  
 
Nowadays the modern technology, what they do, they are looking so far away, not 
only for little future, you know, but older generation, they just look, sometime they 
are giving the advice what they are suffering from, but the new generation is not 
suffering from the same thing, you know, so they just keep the advice, what they are 
coming from.  
(Umesh, male, 29 years old) 
 
Therefore, talking on mobile phones requires us to socially distance ourselves from the 
group with which we are physically together. This distance is created by turning one’s 
back on a friend or establishing other forms of spatial and behavioural discontinuity 
(Malpas 2012: 35). Thus ‘non-verbally, the mobile phone leads to “closed” and “passive” 
public behaviour’ (Puro 2002: 23).  If mobile phones can increase our sociability with 
those who are far away, they can also make us antisocial when we are together with others. 
We use the phone to turn inwardly, away from the place and the people (Malpas 2012: 35). 
As Heidegger has suggested, ‘(a)ll distances in time and space are shrinking… Yet the 
frantic abolition of all distances brings no nearness’ (1971: 165). Instead, Heidegger 
suggests that everything gets mixed together into a uniform lack of distance. Things that 
are close to us may remain far from us, and things that are far from us may seem to be 
close to us. As a consequence, it is very difficult to say if the mobile phone allows us to 
overcome the limits of time and space or not, and in the same way, it is difficult to say if it 
creates more mobility or more immobility, or both at the same time.    
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4. INTIMACY: How have mobile phones become part of us?   
 
Having analysed people’s understandings of the different ways in which mobile phones 
relate to (im)mobility by crossing the boundaries between space and place, we can move 
on to looking at the ways in which machines become a part of us by overcoming the 
boundaries between objects and subjects. Looking at it from an existential point of view, 
Michael D. Jackson claims that, even though people tend to view technology as answering 
their needs while remaining separate from themselves, ‘over the last twenty years, several 
scholars have demonstrated that technology and society are intimately interconnected’ 
(2002: 333). The more we use technology, the more intimate and complex an interaction 
we will have with it (Berker et al. 2006: 3). Thus, once different items of technology have 
been “domesticated”, they are no longer cold and lifeless, but rather ‘machines that 
become us’ (Katz 2003). In this chapter I analyse the ways in which we relate to our 
mobile phones. I start with examining how the mobile phone is used in identity creation. I 
continue by analysing the ways in which we have embodied the mobile phone, explaining 
what people mean when they say that their mobile phone is part of them. I end this chapter 
by showing how the mobile phone is a part of, as well as a subject of, our feelings and 
intimate relationships.    
 
 
4.1 The mobile phone as an identity symbol 
 
Building an intimate relationship requires time and effort, thus it is worthwhile to look at 
how we form relationships with our mobile phones. Researchers of communication and 
information technologies Vincent and Fortunati have pointed out that our relationship with 
a mobile phone starts from the moment in which we decide to acquire it for the first time 
or buy a new one. ‘The choice of manufacturer, model, functions, and payment plan are 
usually very carefully considered so that by the time the acquisition is completed a 
considerable amount of emotion has already been invested in the device’ (Vincent & 
Fortunati 2014: 316). Therefore, to a large extent, the choice of a phone reflects one’s 
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identity. It is an indication of our tastes, financial opportunities, knowledge and many other 
aspects.  
 
When asked how they chose their mobile phones, my informants most often referred to 
their financial situation, arguing that they would have much better phones if they had more 
money. Similarly to Tuukka Terho’s findings (2013: 47-48), Dr Kamal and Arjun pointed 
out that those who had an iPhone were the most respected in the society, because 
everybody knows that this is the most expensive phone. Moreover, Umesh described how 
young people even cheat their parents in order to buy more expensive phones:      
 
Umesh: They just asking for money to make different story, to pay the bill of the 
mobile, or buying new mobile, because everybody trying, they are trying to holding 
some, you know like a some genius mobile  
 
Merilin: Yeah, like a very good one, like smartphone, yes? 
 
Umesh: Good one, smart phone, iPhone, so that’s why they are making some 
different story or asking money from the, like they are asking, a if it is education 
fees 2000, they are asking 5000, its 5000 and the parents never go to the school, 
not school, to the college or whatever to ask how much I have to pay.  
 (Umesh, male, 29 years old) 
 
Another aspect that indicates the value of mobile phones in Nepal is the way in which 
people acquire them. Umesh also explained to me that a mobile phone is the most admired 
gift when one has a relative or a friend who is working abroad. Moreover, as Umesh’s 
answer illustrates, there is a “culture of bringing phones” when a person has an opportunity 
to go abroad: 
 
Because, it's like nowadays, now the Nepal, it’s open for the working in the gulf 
country and education for the America, like Europe or Australia, open border for 
the entire education, so that’s why lots of Nepalese are spreading all over the 
world. So what they do, when they are coming back home, the every time two or 
three sphere of mobile they bring with them, its depend for their parents or their 
friend, maybe brothers, or their friend, best friend, you know, so that’s why when 
they bring that mobile, of course, they learning to use that, you know, because, they 
bringing little good one, the present, they are not having the poor one, or the 
people are text them, to bring me this phone, while you are coming next visit to me, 
you know like, as a present. 
(Umesh, male, 29 years old) 
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Analysing Umesh quotes, we can see that, in addition to the financial value, the mobile 
phone has symbolic value for Nepalese people. Tuukka Terho also points out that, while 
constructing one’s identity, the mobile phone is essential in order to be “modern” in Nepal 
(Terho 2013: 47). My informants explained to me that one cannot live without a mobile 
phone in Nepal any more. But the kind of mobile phone you will have depends on your 
age. Younger people usually have smartphones, while older people prefer different phones, 
as Bikash’s answer illustrates: 
 
You know, nowadays, some very old womens who even can’t read the names in 
mobile phone, they have a special mobile. Cause very, the mobile is very, like a big 
and there is big, big buttons, one number, one, number two, number three. One is 
for son, one, two is for daughter, three is like, they have special numbers, so they 
make, in a such a way that, and seek. 
(Bikash, male, 28 years old) 
 
Because of my work as a journalist and a volunteer, I was able to visit many areas around 
and within Pokhara that were described as underdeveloped by the charity organisation. 
However, I did not meet any adults who did not have a mobile phone. Mobile phones were 
also present in places where there were no sanitary conditions or proper houses. 
Furthermore, one of The Mountain Trust volunteers described her experience in the Jumla 
District, which is considered to be the most underdeveloped area in Nepal, and pointed out 
that many of the huts she saw had solar-panels that enabled people to charge their mobile 
phones. If people did not have enough money to buy more expensive brands, they bought 
cheaper Chinese copies. Therefore, the mobile phone was definitely a priority for Nepalese 
people, which also means that the progress ideology of Western countries may not 
correspond to local trends.   
 
The importance of a mobile phone in constructing one’s identity was also seen in the ways 
in which Nepalese people presented their mobile phones in public spaces. A mobile phone 
was never something that my informants hid; on the contrary, they usually held it in their 
hands while we conducted the interview. Also, I almost never saw Bishnu, the daughter of 
my host family, and Birsha, the secretary at the Mountain Trust, with whom I spent most 
of my time, without their mobile phones. When I would walk on the streets of Pokhara I 
would also see the locals holding their mobile phones (Appendix 2, Photograph 8). It was 
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also quite common to hear music being played aloud from a mobile phone when walking 
on the streets or on the mountain roads. It was also very popular to decorate one’s phone 
with a colourful cover or a piece of jewellery. There were many shops where these 
decorations were sold and this was common not only among teenagers but also among 
adults. For instance, my host-mother who was 42 years old had several decorations on her 
phone. 
 
In their research, Meng Di (2013: 132) and Saila Poutiainen (2007: 9) have argued that the 
choice of phone, as well as its decorations, help people express their identities, which 
otherwise would be “standardised”. Thus, by choosing a mobile phone we have already 
made sure that it represents our identity and is part of our self-expression. In addition to its 
financial value, the technology also starts to have symbolic value and meaning. Therefore, 
mobile phones are not just “machines” used for conversation, but also identity symbols 
that become a part of us. 
 
 
4.2 Part of one’s self 
 
Ingrid Richardson, a scholar of human technology relations has pointed out that, since we 
mostly hold mobile phones in our hands, it has become an incorporated aspect of the hand. 
Thus the mobile phone ‘enters into an intimate and habitual relationship with a body part 
that is in itself of some consequence as a communicative and world-shaping tool’ (Ibid. 
71). Just like any other technology, mobile phones become an extension of the body. 
Furthermore, Walter Ong has argued that human beings tend to interiorise technology, 
meaning that we turn machines into our second nature – into physical parts of ourselves 
(1982: 82).  
 
Most of the informants I interviewed said that they felt that a part of them would be 
missing if they left home without their mobile phones. Birsha, Bishnu and Umesh all got 
very excited when I asked if they would go back home to grab their phones. Bishnu 
shouted “yes, with no doubt”, Birsha said that it tends to be with her “absolutely always” 
and Umesh started to wave with his hands to show the panic that he experiences, when he 
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has left his mobile phone behind: 
 
Merilin: When you miss your mobile phone, you know sometimes like at home…(I 
cannot finish my sentence, because Umesh understands what I want to ask) 
 
Umesh: Aaah, actually, you know, I, I, I miss something like mobile-it is like aa-
aah. (Starts waving with his hands, indicating to the feeling of panic) [...] I miss 
myself. Especially, if you were in businessman, then you just live a mobile phone, 
maybe it’s somebody calling me, you know, like this. 
(Umesh, male, 29 years old) 
 
Heena was a bit more diffident when saying that she would almost always go back if she 
left her mobile phone behind. Nevertheless, she used rather powerful words, claiming that 
she cannot live without her mobile phone:   
 
Merilin: So when you go out and you leave your mobile phone at home, do you 
always go back? 
 
Heena: Sometimes, very rare, I won’t. [...] Otherwise, most of time, I never, one, 
two times I forget. Otherwise I never forget my mobile. I can forget my money, no 
problem, without money, I live, but without mobile, I can’t. I think lots of people 
have same.  
(Heena, female, 34 years old) 
 
While this quote also points to the negligible role of money, it is an aspect that definitely 
needs further elaboration. Nevertheless, people seem to give mobile phones priority over 
other personal belongings. Similarly, Sameer compared the need for his phone with the 
need for a bag:  
 
If I leave my bag in anywhere, I will manage, okay, but if I don’t have my cell 
phone, I can’t manage.  
(Sameer, male, 24 years old) 
 
Similar trends have been pointed out by Runnel, Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt and Keller (2006: 
613). Informants of their study also compared the mobile phone with their wallet and keys. 
Moreover, one of the informants of their research argued that losing a mobile phone may 
be as tragic as the illness of a family member. Thus, the authors argue that mobile phone is 
seen as survival item for modern life. (Runnel, Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt and Keller 2006: 
613).  This can also be said about the findings of my thesis. This in turn points to “mobile 
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phone addiction” that has been analysed by various authors. For instance, Peter Glotz and 
Stefan Bertschi conducted a survey based on the Delphi technique among more than 300 
experts from academia, research institutions and telecommunication industries based in 
London (2005: 267). Various experts were asked to estimate the likelihood of a specific 
scenario proposed by the authors. When the following statement: ‘If the mobile phone gets 
lost or stolen, it will affect the user’s daily life a great deal’ was tested, more than 90% 
answered that they would agree. Consequently, the authors claimed that ‘there seems to be 
more than just a “material object” involved’ (Ibid. 267). Instead, people have emotional 
relationships with their mobile phones. Similarly to the findings of Glotz and Bertschi, 
most of my informants admitted that they are addicted to their mobile phones to a great 
extent. Heena, Birsha, Bikash, Bishnu, Bibek and Akash all said that they cannot imagine 
their life without a mobile phone any more. Dr Kamal claimed that the mobile phone is not 
only part of himself, but of most of the people all over the world. Umesh also indicated a 
larger phenomenon, pointing out the concept of a “phone generation”:  
 
Yeah, so that’s, because when I just left the school and there the mobile is 
established, so that’s why I didn’t have that really experience without the phone 
generation. 
(Umesh, male, 29 years old) 
 
The ways in which we have embodied the mobile phone can also be seen by analysing how 
we carry it. As mentioned above, many authors have pointed out that a mobile phone fits 
perfectly in one’s hand and is therefore entering into an intimate and habitual relationship 
with the body (e.g. Richardson 2008; Bahcesehir & Bahcesehir 2015: 226). The same 
authors have claimed that amongst all technology, the mobile phone is closest to our 
bodies. These arguments can once again be confirmed by the ways in which the Nepalese 
carry their mobile phones. As mentioned above, most young people hold their phones in 
their hands while they walk down the streets. On the other hand, old people, especially in 
the countryside, use traditional Nepalese wrappings to carry their mobile phones. Linen 
wrappings are tied around the body in such a way that a small pocket for the phone is 
created on the stomach. Many times, I observed how elderly people took their phones out 
of their wrappings. As these women wore traditional clothes and worked on the fields, it 
was quite unexpected that they had a modern device hidden under the wrappings. My 
informant Akash explained to me that old people are afraid that someone may steal their 
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mobile phone, as it is their most valuable possession. Akash also claimed that women carry 
their phones, because they need to be contacted when they are out in the fields and 
someone come visiting that should be offered food. 
 
Interestingly, other informants also pointed to the relationship between the phones and 
food. They claimed that they use mobile phones to invite people to eat with them or ask 
their partners or parents if the food is ready. This, in turn, makes the mobile phone an 
integral part of one’s daily rituals (Ling & Donner 2009: 25). For instance, Umesh 
described the following habits of young people:  
 
Yeah, actually, like nowadays generation, they are sleep with the mobile and get up 
with the mobile, because they are watching how, like which is the time right now, 
you know, and when they are sleep, before the sleep they are just going to check 
message or even Facebook, you know, when they feel too bore and they just get up 
mobile and they got sleep.  
Umesh (male; 29 years old) 
 
This example is complemented by my own experiences in Nepal. As I lived with a 
Nepalese family, I spent most of my time together with the family daughter Bishnu, with 
whom I also shared a room. Every evening before falling asleep we would be lying on our 
beds with mobile phones in our hands. Our mobile phones were also the first things we 
checked after waking up in the morning. In addition, we often spent time with our mobile 
phones when we ate. When I had lunch outside of the house I also looked for a place where 
there would be Internet so I could eat “together” with my phone. In addition, I always 
checked my phone when I used public transport. As Nepali roads were quite bumpy, it was 
very hard to talk to somebody on the phone while the bus was moving. Nevertheless, when 
the bus made shorter or longer stops, most of the people started to text or talk on their 
phones. Once I also heard two American women talking in the café about the Nepalese 
people’s addiction to technology. Both of them seemed to be frustrated about the extent to 
which the Nepalese use their mobile phones in their everyday life. One woman said that in 
the family she lives with the children are not allowed to use their phones while the family 
is having dinner. However, she pointed out that the father of the family always breaks this 
rule and the children follow his example: “They just can’t keep away from the phone,” said 
the first woman.  
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Thus, in the same way a violinist or organist may have interiorised their instrument, users 
have made mobile phones a psychological part of themselves (Ong 1982: 82). The 
informants of my research felt attached to their phones, kept them close to the body and 
needed them more than any other personal belonging such as a purse. Even though  Nepal 
is economically a developing country, it could be said that the mobile phone has become 
an organic part of everyday life of the Nepalese people exactly in the same way it is an 
integrated part of the everyday lives of people in developed countries (e.g. Oksman & 
Rautiainen 2003: 293; Runnel, Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt & Keller 2006).  
 
 
4.3 A mediator and subject of feelings 
 
The more central the mobile phone becomes in our lives, the more feelings there will be 
related to it (Vincent & Fortunati 2014: 316). Michael D. Jackson has claimed that many 
authors leave unexplored the ways in which we actually experience technologies and how 
our attitudes are related to human anxieties (2002: 333). Nevertheless, mobile phones also 
inspire and enable us to ‘have passionate and intense electronically mediated relationships’ 
and ‘as a consequence of this emotional investment in the mobile phone, the material 
bodies of these artefacts are accompanied by an immaterial body of emotion’ (Vincent & 
Fortunati 2014: 316).  
 
Although feelings towards “machines” are something people are not always conscious of, 
all of my informants mentioned some feelings related to mobile phones or described the 
ways in which mobile phones play an important part in their relationships. Most commonly 
the people I interviewed mentioned a feeling of anger or frustration – they felt frustrated 
and angry when they sensed that they did not control their phone or the situation. This 
feeling can be exemplified by the following quote from Bikash:  
 
I am, I get upset when my mobile phone is Samsung and it runs out of battery every 
more, very fast. [...] And then there is no electricity and what else… 
(Bikash, male, 28 years old) 
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In addition to electricity, the people I interviewed expressed another source of frustration – 
the Internet connection. For instance, Umesh pointed out that the unreliability of Internet 
connections can be a potential source of anger:  
 
I got angry when it’s not work on time, keep holding us, you know, waiting, 
waiting, waiting the natural connection (laughing) [...] Especially the locally, we 
can call, is very cheaper, especially the abroad, if somebody using viber or 
something, if the natural just drop. And if you try to send some message, some 
important message, it can’t go on time, deliver on time. [...] So in that condition if 
network is dropped, and then it get, everybody mad, not only me. 
 
(Umesh, male, 29 years old) 
 
My respondents said that if they got frustrated during an argument with a person they were 
speaking to on the phone, they transferred the emotions they felt towards that friend or 
partner to the mobile phone. Therefore, on the one hand, people become upset because 
their phones are not working properly, but on the other hand, the phone as a medium 
becomes embedded by the emotions that are directed to someone or something else. For 
instance, Birsha claimed that she wants to throw the phone when she has an argument with 
somebody:      
 
 I am. I don’t like the mobile phone when I get involved with argument with 
someone, then I like to throw it.  
(Birsha, female, 24 years old) 
 
Similarly, Heena pointed out that she gets angry at the phone when she cannot be angry at 
the person she is talking to: 
 
Somedays will give me some problem. Just like students doesn’t got their refund 
money on a time, they are just giving me lots of call, why it’s not coming, what 
happened, you are giving these days till now it’s not coming, like that question. I 
don’t have a answer, because university and college has to give that money and I if 
at that time I don’t have a answer then what should I have to do. Just angry with 
the phone. I can’t angry with my students and my clients at that time.  
(Heena, female, 34 years old) 
 
Nevertheless, when asked if she has ever thrown her phone, Heena said that she would 
never do that, because she also loves her phone:   
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Merilin: Have you ever throw, threw it? 
 
Heena: No. Never (Starts laughing).  
 
Merilin: You don’t want to break it, right? (I am also laughing) 
 
Heena: Never. Because lots of things is in here. My private things. So I don’t want. 
I love it.  
(Heena, female, 34 years old) 
 
Similarly to Heena, Arjun said that he would never throw his phone, pointing to its market 
value:   
 
Merilin: So do you, have you ever, you know, thrown your phone or something like 
that? 
 
Arjun: No, never done, never thrown, because I am holding expensive mobile, so I 
would rather hold it….  
(Arjun, male, 43 years old) 
 
While analysing these quotes, we can see that people have so-called “love-hate 
relationships” with their mobile phones. Even if anger is felt towards the phone, it would 
not be “hurt”, i.e. damaged. While their market value, as pointed out by Arjun, is definitely 
one of the reasons why people do not want to damage their mobile phones, the quote from 
Heena shows that people also attach great emotional value to their mobile phones. Similar 
findings were concluded by a survey conducted at the University of Michigan in 2005. The 
authors of the survey state that while Americans love their phones because they have made 
their life easier, people say that the use of mobile phones in public places also disturbs and 
irritates them (University of Michigan 2005). As a matter of fact, some authors claim that 
the “love-hate relationship” is one of the main characteristics of the ways people relate to 
the technology in general (e.g. Hancock 2009: 61; Cogan 2005: 91). Nevertheless, it is 
important to remember that even though technology may evoke love, hate or many other 
feelings, it is the way in which we use it that actually irritates or pleases us, not the 
technology itself. In addition, I suggest that we may want to be careful about using these 
two extremes, since our feelings are almost always mixed and change very quickly.     
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However, these examples clearly show that, even though a mobile phone and a person are 
ontologically different entities, from an experiential point of view, we interact with our 
phones in the same way we do with human beings. Thus, it could be said that our phones 
have become personified. (Jackson 2002: 337) Furthermore, as my informant Heena stated, 
phones may become our best friends: 
 
Heena: When you are alone, mobile is first friend to give…  
 
Merilin: So, does it help with, with loneliness? 
 
Heena: Yeaa, for company, no need to other friends and other family members. 
Just take out your mobile and see all the social site, e-mail, just chat to friend like 
that, and even you can play mm game also when you are in alone. So mobile is 
nowadays just like your best… 
 
Merilin: Like a friend? 
 
Heena:  For a girlfriend is, for a girl is boyfriend and for a boy is a girlfriend. 
(Laughing) [...] More, your boyfriend, you will love your mobile and a smart-
phone and when it lost, you feel it just like bad things. 
 (Heena, female, 34 years old) 
 
Interestingly, Heena did not just claim that a mobile phone can be one’s best friend in 
solitude, but she also argued that when one has his or her mobile phone there is no need for 
friends and family. Furthermore, comparing the mobile phone to a boyfriend or a 
girlfriend, Heena indicated that a mobile phone could also replace or substitute for our 
most intimate relationships. While these claims are very dubious, it is clear that mobile 
phones can offer people considerable companionship.  
 
If the mobile phone is a person’s best friend, it also means that it will become a part of a 
couples’ everyday life. Amparo Lasen has analysed how mobile phones ‘became mediators 
of territoriality, being both part of and an arena of conflicts in the couple’s and personal 
private space’ (2011: 90). While I was working in Nepal as a journalist I wrote an article 
about how marriages were arranged through Facebook. My informants Birsha and Bikash 
were one of the couples I interviewed for the article. Thus, it could be said that the mobile 
phone played an important role in that couple’s life from the beginning of their 
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relationship17. On the one hand, the mobile phone provided Birsha and Bikash an arena in 
which to meet. On the other hand, the mobile phone itself became part of their love story. 
However, being part of the love story also means being part of arguments and jealousy. A 
good example of this was the way in which Birsha and Bikash started to argue during our 
interview over the amount of time Bikash spends on the phone:   
 
Bikash: Sometimes she, I don’t, she get upset and I don’t even realize what I, what 
mistake I have done. This is from the phone. 
 
Birsha: He gets busy with his mobile phone when I am with him and willing to talk 
with him. [...] I feel like he is losing interest in me and I keep on complaining. 
(Bikash, male, 28 years old and Birsha, female, 24 years old) 
 
While Birsha argued that Bikash spent too much time on the phone and did not pay enough 
attention to her, Bikash said that Birsha became jealous of his phone for no reason. He 
responded that it was just “a habit” and there was no reason to be angry with him. When 
asked if he himself had noticed how much time he spent on the phone, he claimed that he 
could do many things at once, but Birsha claimed that it did not please her:  
 
Bikash: No, no, sometimes, like when she is giving me a food and I just, the mobile 
is inside my pocket and then and then just for about an just a second or and the she, 
the food comes in and I am like this. [...] And also she, you know, just for a second, 
sometime just for a second, but even, I will also about to give her time, till eye 
contact, you know just for second and then will have them, like this, but sometimes, 
just a, on this time-frame, she thinks that I am just looking over the phone, she 
thinks. [...] She, she gets jealous. [...] But, I wanted to, I wanted to, I already 
wanted to make realize, you know realize that I do multitasking. Even give time to 
eye contact with her and also in the phone. But she don’t, she don’t.  
 
Birsha: I don’t like to talk to someone, when they just do it, something like this in 
phone. 
 
Bikash: And then I get back to you, just for, you know and then, the, I keep the 
mobile inside the pocket and then, what’s the big deal? Why do you get upset? 
                                                
17 Laura Ahearn (2001) has conducted her research in Nepal and written a book called Invitation to Love. 
Ahearn analysed how young people in Nepal are using their newly acquired literacy skills to write love 
letters. According to Ahearn, this act does not just symbolise a shift away from arranged marriage, but also 
marks a change in the ways in which villagers conceive their ability to act and be responsible for the events. 
In this sense, I suggest that the mobile phone may symbolise the same qualities as love letters did, fostering 
the phenomena. Nevertheless, this was not the focus of my study.    
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(Bikash, male, 28 years old and Birsha, female, 24 years old) 
 
From this conversation we can clearly see that Birsha did not like the fact that Bikash paid 
so much attention to his mobile phone. She became jealous of the mobile phone in the 
same way she would become jealous of another person. Similarly, Heena pointed out that 
she likes to spend a lot of time on her mobile phone and her partner does not like it:    
 
I like to see the status of the new articles, what is going on all society, what things 
bad and when I wake up on the morning I just start to see that and he is angry with 
me. 
(Heena, female, 34 years old) 
 
It is also important to notice here that the mobile phone has found a way into our 
bedrooms, which used to be privately shared with our partners or close family members. 
Heena added that “without no doubt”, the first thing she does in the morning, and the last 
thing she does in the evening, is look at her phone, but as mentioned above her partner 
does not like this habit. Therefore, in the same way mobile phones provide us with an 
opportunity to turn the public sphere into a private one, they conquer our intimate 
communication space on a personal level in our homes (Fortunati 2002: 50). 
 
In conclusion, the mobile phone has become part of our intimate relationships, being both 
a mediator of feelings as well as a subject of feelings. Of all mobile technologies, the 
mobile phone is definitely ‘the one most intimately close to the body’ and can therefore 
influence the traditional management of intimacy with other people, as well as with the 
machine itself (Fortunati 2002: 48). When the phone is not working properly, people feel 
angry and frustrated, but when they feel lonely, the mobile phone becomes their best and 
most beloved friend.  
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5. AUTHORITY: How have we become dependent on mobile 
phones? 
 
If the ‘social is lived as a network of reciprocal relationships among subjects, that is to say, 
intersubjectively’ and subjectivity not only encompasses other human beings, but extends 
into the extra-human world, it means that machines also become imbued with 
consciousness and will (Jackson 2002: 334). Consciousness and will, in turn, refer to the 
concept of authority. 
 
Having analysed various relationships with machines, we can now turn to examining how 
these agencies, or as Bruno Latour has said, “actors”, are considered to have achieved 
power over us. As mentioned in the first chapter, Latour has famously claimed that some 
of the most powerful social actors may not be humans, but “things”. The essence of these 
“things” can only be studied by analysing their relations to other actors (Latour 2005). 
 
The concerns over the authority of technology are not new, but understandings about its 
role vary from utopian views that see technology as ultimately liberating humanity, to 
those that see technology as threatening to reduce humanity to slavery (Ihde 1979: xxiv-
xxv). I am interested in both of these extremes and agree with Jackson who has claimed 
that boundaries between automation and autonomy are continually shifting: sometimes we 
feel that technology liberates us and we control it, at other times the technology has 
authority over us (Jackson 2002: 337). In this chapter I examine the ways in which the 
mobile phone is seen to control and lead human lives. I start by describing the power of 
mobile phones, pointing out various ways in which people experience this. I continue by 
analysing the feeling of powerlessness, claiming that the authority of the phone becomes 
visible from the moment it starts limiting people’s freedom or does respond to their will. I 
end this chapter by suggesting that, in a way, the mobile phone has become a global 
authority that symbolises modernisation and development.    
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5.1 The power of the mobile phone 
  
People have become more and more reliant on their phones ever since mobile phones 
became part of our everyday life, relationships and activities (Drouin, Kaiser & Miller 
2015). Mobile phones are also seen to cause problems such as sleeping disorders, mental 
instability and addiction, which have been analysed from a medical point of view (e.g. 
Lemola, Perkinson-Gloor, Brand, Dewald-Kaufmann & Grob 2015). However, the aim of 
this chapter is not to analyse the different aspects of mobile phone addiction, but to ask at 
what point do we begin to feel that our mobile phone has assumed authority over us.   
  
Similarly to other forms of addiction, it is very difficult to say when the addiction begins. 
In addition, most people do not understand or admit that their mobile phone use may be or 
become problematic. For instance, in my research, none of the informants mentioned that 
the way they use their mobile phones is somehow problematic; however, as stated below, 
they all claimed that other people have become dependent on their mobile phones and 
cannot live without them. For instance, Bikash claimed that the mobile phone is 
“conditioning”. When asked what he means with this expression, he said that one just has 
to use it and cannot live otherwise. Birsha agreed with her husband, comparing the urge for 
a mobile phone with sickness:  
  
It is a must. Mobile is a bit sick for them. For example in Riverbed18, they have got 
mobile, no money, no medicine, but TV and mobile. 
(Birsha, female, 24 years old) 
  
Similar thoughts were expressed by Umesh who pointed out young people’s constant need 
to use their phones:   
  
                                                
18 The office of the Mountain Trust called a community next to the river in Pokhara the Riverbed. It was one 
of the poorest communities in Pokhara and therefore the organisation took care of their living conditions, 
medicine and other aspects of wellbeing.   
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The mobile is depend. More school children and college children, they always 
have, it. Even my sister, she had to write exam, but she always has it, while… 
(Umesh, male, 29 years old) 
 
Interestingly, when asked for examples, my informants rarely talked about themselves, but 
brought up examples of others. While Birsha referred to people who live in rural and less 
developed areas, Umesh, Arjun and Akash pointed to young people. We can assume that it 
is easier to see the addiction in others than in ourselves. In addition, various researchers 
have pointed out that it is very difficult to say when people start to notice the authority of 
somebody or something over them, just like it is hard to say when an addiction becomes 
problematic. Even though people often experience psychological and physical symptoms 
of mobile phone addiction, they usually do not see this as troublesome for themselves. 
(Drouin, Kaiser & Miller 2015: 194; Young 2015: 786-787). Nevertheless, it is clear that 
Birsha, Bikash and Umesh all attributed a certain degree of authority to mobile phones, 
and felt mobile phones had the power to influence people’s lives. 
  
Thus, the mobile phone has not only become part of us, it also has assumed power over us. 
As Michael D. Jackson has pointed out, just as we think of technologies as extensions of 
our bodies, we are used to thinking that they are subject to our will and we do not 
recognise their power (2002: 336). But when machines do not respond to our will, they are 
seen as ‘alien, invasive forms of non-Being that subjugate us, undermining our very notion 
of who and what we are’ (Ibid. 336). Similar understandings are pointed out by Katz and 
Aakhus who claim that when the mobile phone does not submit to people’s control, it is 
often dramatised as a tool for victimising people, and is seen to be robbing us of our 
humanity (Katz & Aakhus 2002: 8). These arguments are exemplified by the fact that all 
my informants felt that the mobile phone was controlling them and their lives to a certain 
extent. When asked how, they described situations in which the phone did not respond to 
their control. And when the phone did not submit one’s will, it was also thought to 
undermine a person’s skills. For instance, Bibek claimed that the phone undermines his 
creativity: 
  
It has destroyed my maximum of the creativity and memory power, because I must 
need to look, I must need to look my phone, in order to remember someone’s 
number or anything else. 
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(Bibek, male, 27 years old) 
 
Similarly, Arjun argued that the mobile phone takes away people’s creativity. When asked 
what he means by creativity, he explained that the mobile phone takes away “natural” 
conversation, and he likes it when people talk to each other by the fireplace19 in his village. 
  
In addition to undermining our skills or capabilities, the mobile phone was seen to have a 
negative influence on relationships. For instance, Bikash, Birsha, Arjun and Sameer all 
argued that mobile phones cause people to divorce, as the quotes from Birsha and Bikash 
illustrate: 
  
Bikash:  I read in a newspaper, lot of times. The, even in villages, the mobile has, 
mobile, the access to mobile in people’s hand, has created a lot of bad influences. 
 
Merilin: A really what? 
 
Bikash: Because. In terms of relationship, and some, most of the relations, the men 
in, when they get married, they, because of the economical stability, they go to 
some other countries for work, so the womens are left alone. So when, they have 
access to mobile and they have extra affairs and then like a divorce and…lot of… 
 
Birsha: Yeah. The mobile made it easy. 
 
Merilin: So you mean the women have access to mobile? 
 
Bikash: Mobile, mobile, yeah. 
 
Merilin: And then they call to other man or…? 
 
Bikash: Yeah, other mens. Its, it’s normally happening in villages. 
 
Birsha: Mobile made easier to approach them, so… 
 
Bikash: Yeah. Also, the mens are more like a separate womens, men have more 
nastier, they like to call and make a prank calls, and you know they try to approach 
 (Bikash, male, 28 years old and Birsha, female, 24 years old) 
 
While Bikash claimed that mobile phones give women an opportunity to cheat in rural 
areas, Arjun described his own experience, claiming that women just keep calling him: 
                                                
19 There was a fireplace in eco village where people gathered in the evenings. The family invited all the 
people who stayed in the village and provided them some food to grill on the fire.  
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Mobile phone gives bad influences. Girls start calling, they don’t stop, I have to use 
block. They don’t know that I have my wife and children. It happens everywhere in, 
in Nepal, many divorces cause cell phone. 
(Arjun, male, 43 years old) 
  
Later on, Arjun also pointed out that he keeps an eye on his wife’s Facebook page, deleting 
men he does not like. Arjun explained that his wife cannot read very well and therefore she 
needs his advocacy. Similarly to Arjun, Sameer described how he follows his wife on 
social media and asks whom she is calling every day, making sure that she is not cheating. 
  
Even though these examples focus on women20, making it questionable if the phone has a 
similar influence on men, they show clearly that people locate agency outside of 
themselves, giving their mobile phones the power to break up relationships. Furthermore, 
people believe that when they control the use of the mobile phone, they can prevent 
cheating. On the other hand, the same technology establishes and helps maintain 
relationships, giving people the opportunity to contact those close to them whenever they 
feel like it. This in turn empowers the users of the phone. Therefore, the boundaries 
between us and the machines are constantly shifting (Jackson 2002: 336).   
 
 
5.2 Loss of control and powerlessness 
 
While, on the one hand, Arjun claimed that technology takes away people’s creativity, on 
the other hand, he felt that he probably still needs to create a small room with Wi-Fi for his 
eco-village, since all accommodation businesses offer it and the tourists ask for it. The 
constant need to keep up with technological changes was also considered to be inevitable 
by other informants, as this quote from Umesh shows: 
 
 
                                                
20 Various scholars have analysed the use of technology from the perspective of gender. While some 
researchers claim that the mobile phone liberates users from gender limitations, other have pointed out that 
the communication technologies only add to already existing mechanisms that maintain the traditional 
division. (Castells, Fernandez-Ardevol, Linchuan Qiu & Sey 2007: 45) I suggest that the quotes in my study 
indicate that both of these arguments can be true. However, this issue requires further analysis. 
79 
 
Yeah, I, personally I have to fly myself with the wind, if I have to, if I try to change 
my direction from the wind, I have, flip over or fell down, it might be, so I will 
consider about the windy speed as well. [...]  Like now is raining and if I went 
outside without umbrella, everybody laugh at me, you know…  
(Umesh, male, 29 years old) 
 
Analysing Umesh’s comment about the wind, we can see that using a mobile phone seems 
to be as determined as the laws of nature. There simply seems to be no other way to be 
accepted by the society than to keep up with the mobile culture. Much like Umesh, Bishnu 
claimed that it is impossible to imagine the world without technology, since everything and 
everybody are dependent on it: 
 
We are dependent, all, all of we are dependent, all most. Because if there is no 
technology then? Maybe you may not be here? Cannot imagine. 
(Bishnu, female, 17 years old) 
 
The constant need, but also the opportunity to keep oneself updated, was also mentioned 
by Heena. Heena claimed that the phone helps one to get the latest information, but this 
also makes people spend more time on their phones and there is less time left for books: 
 
Good things, you are update. You have to be. You can talk all the topics with 
people, you, you can visit confident with knowledge. It’s easy, you can connect all 
the people. And bad is, I am not seeing any books, I don’t have to do lots of work, 
how I can collect this type of news, some updates, it’s a bad things. 
(Heena, female, 34 years old) 
 
All of these examples point to the feeling of powerlessness. As Umesh’s quote clearly 
showed, people feel that they cannot stop technological developments, nor can they control 
them – phenomena, pointed out by various authors. For instance, Enid Mante has 
conducted a comparative study on the use and attitudes towards information and 
communication technologies in the Netherlands and the U.S. and claims that control was 
one of the most important issues people pointed out with regards to the use of their mobile 
phones. Based on her research, Mante argues that people certainly do not want to be 
controlled by their mobile phones (2002: 116). They hate disturbing ringing and want to 
control incoming calls. When they are not able to do so, they feel uneasy. The feeling of 
unease, in turn, makes people draw borders between themselves and others or themselves 
and machines. (Jackson 2002: 336). Similarly to Mante, J.P. Puro points out that the 
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mobile phone may not mean more liberty or free time, as people thought at the beginning 
of the 1990s (2002: 22). On the contrary, it may be a means of control. In addition to the 
loss of control over one’s accessibility, the mobile phone is also blamed for the loss of 
leisure time (Katz & Aakhus 2002: 8).  
 
Therefore, on the one hand, the mobile phone is essential for solving emergency situations 
and to make oneself accessible to friends and family, on the other hand, as mentioned 
above, this constant accessibility is seen as somewhat disturbing. For instance, when asked 
about the negative influences of technology, Heena claimed that “easy access” makes her 
sad. Even though she tries to reject certain calls, people still keep calling to her: 
 
Mm, yeah, easy access, it’s just like, if some people want to connect you, it’s a easy 
access. Makes me sad. [...] And someone who, he doesn’t want to talk, if that type 
of calls comes reputedly, then it’s bad for you, you can’t say don’t, some people are 
there whom you can say don’t call me like that and they are just giving these days 
stand calls. So at that time mobile is not good. 
(Heena, female, 34 years old)  
 
Bikash also pointed out that he does not like it when people constantly call him. To 
describe his feelings, Bikash interestingly used the word “boxing”, which could allude to 
the violence he felt related to this act: 
 
 There are some peoples, who all the time, boxing me, they call me, some people 
like keeps talking all the time. Makes me sick. 
(Bikash, male, 28 years old) 
 
Similarly to Heena and Bikash, Dr Kamal claimed that accessibility causes him stress. 
Furthermore, he argued that perpetual availability has taken away his privacy and 
independence and hence he cannot do everything he wants anymore: 
 
Merilin: So do you think technology makes you happy? 
 
Kamal: It, it’s both side of the coin, right? Just like, it has a pros and it has cons as 
well, just like, it, it has definitely made the life easier, but it has brought so much of 
stress also, just like, if had I not have that cell phone in my pocket and nobody grab 
on me, just like I am getting three or four calls, right in between interview… 
 
Merilin: So everybody can like come into your life, whenever they want? 
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Kamal: Exactly, I, I don’t have that much of sort of privacy, or sort of 
independency. [...] I don’t know, because, if I don’t have cell-phone, then I can do 
anything on my own, right? 
  (Kamal, male, 30 years old) 
 
Although my informants were not always happy about their perpetual availability or were 
even angry about prank calls, they claimed they never switched their phones off. Much like 
the trends pointed out by Saila Poutiainen, my informants said that they are afraid of 
missing important information, emergency situations, or other useful messages (2007: 91). 
Therefore, my interviewees claimed that they always answer their phones regardless of the 
circumstances. In fact, while I was living in Nepal, I observed many situations in which the 
use of the mobile phone was quite dangerous or not allowed, but locals still did it. For 
instance, when I took a boat trip on the Jungle River, the guide asked us all to turn off our 
phones and be as quiet as possible, to avoid irritating the crocodiles. None of us said a 
word until our guide’s phone rang and he started chatting in a very loud voice. My 
informants explained such situations by claiming that everyone, including themselves, 
found it really difficult to keep away from their phones. For instance, Sameer described 
how it was very hard for him to be separated from his phone when he acted as a guide for 
the rafting tours on the river; Bishnu also said that when she had to leave her phone home 
for charging, she could not wait to get back to check if there had been any missed calls or 
text messages. This brings us to the philosophical question of ‘how off can you switch the 
mobile phone’ (Ibid. 92). Thus, even though a person may leave the mobile phone at home 
or turn it off, it does not mean that it is out of mind. However, this addiction to the phone is 
mostly enjoyed or simply not noticed as long as it does not limit a person’s freedom. 
 
As mentioned above, the authority of the phone becomes visible from the moment it starts 
limiting our actions or privacy. If people can call us at any time, this limits our personal 
freedom and our family’s possibilities to access us. As a result, we become frustrated at the 
phone in the same way we become angry at a friend who does not cooperate with us – 
‘either ignoring it, or trying to force it into a more responsive relationship’ (Jackson 2002: 
338). Thus, a broken relationship may make one to treat the mobile phone as radical 
otherness or as an enemy. This reaction can be well exemplified by the feeling of anger21 
                                                
21 See chapter 4, pp 68-69 
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felt towards the phone when it did not cooperate with its owner. This feeling of anger 
shows that we do not like to be reduced to the status of an object and hence we try to 
recover our authority over the phone. (Ibid. 338) The methods we use to recover this 
relationship vary, but probably the most common practice is to leave the phone aside for a 
while, turn it off or close certain applications, as the comment of Umesh exemplifies: 
 
I leave it to other room or maybe, I rather to do some, like technical work, to solve, 
switch of for while or maybe if I tried some texting or searching with when I am 
charging, I just kind of keep, you know, so I just do something like the flack-mob or 
try to do some background application delete, you know. 
(Umesh, male, 29 years old) 
  
In conclusion, we can say that when the relationship between a person and his or her 
mobile phone is working, the self and other seem to be as one. But when we lose control 
we start to treat our phones as the “other” (Ibid. 336). However, although constant access 
and loss of control may irritate us, we cannot live without mobile phones, and therefore, 
need to accept the loss of control. 
 
 
5.3 The mobile phone as global authority  
 
J. E. Katz and M. A. Aakhus have pointed out that the struggle to gain access and to 
prevent access does not only characterise individuals’ relationships with their mobile 
phones, but seems to animate social and technological innovations in general (Katz & 
Aakhus 2002: 9). When the aim of technological innovations is to offer more convenience 
and effectiveness to people, it is also clear that technological innovations ‘impact upon us 
in unpredictable and ungovernable ways’ (Jackson 2002: 335). The latter impact, however, 
is often not recognised and technology is believed to bring development, success and many 
other qualities of a modern and globalised life. In fact, while I was doing research in 
Nepalese libraries and bookshops, I found tens of books that focused on the ability of 
technology to bring the Nepalese people development but none that focused on the social 
or cultural role of technology. The role of the mobile phone in a country’s and an 
individual’s development was also mentioned by many informants. For instance, Dr Kamal 
claimed:  
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But, this four or five years, this, the technology, we are so engaged, we are so much 
attached with the technology that, we feel ourselves just like Westerners, we are 
developed. [...] Yeah, that, that sort of concept has arrived. When you have 
technology, you are more developed. This sort of mind-set has with the people. 
(Kamal, male, 30 years old)  
 
While analysing Dr Kamal’s comment, we can see that the mobile phone and technology 
in general are associated with Western power. As a matter of fact, many analyses have 
proposed that “developing” or “marginalised” countries associate the mobile phone with 
Western and modern values (Celik & Erdogmus 2015). These symbolic connections are 
often caused and fostered by the advertisements of global mobile phone companies, 
international organisations and people themselves. Furthermore, mobile phones are not 
only associated with Western values, but people also believe that they nurture development 
as the quote from Heena illustrates:   
 
 I think is a general for Nepalese society now, we are also going to update. We 
want to update just like European, also American, or some other countries people. 
So, it’s good for Nepalese, cause, because we are developing country not developed 
country and for developed, for making it developed, we have to update, we have to 
have mobile phones. 
(Heena, female, 34 years old) 
  
While Heena claimed that technology helps Nepal as a country to develop, Dr Kamal 
pointed out that it also gives a person higher status in society: 
  
That’s like, his, oo, wow, his got that one. This, this sort of saying here. And so, 
not, not only here, in, it’s the problem, everywhere in the South-Asia, in, in the 
whole region, this part of the continent, because the life standard, the people think 
that life-standard is quite high, they are, if they are quite in touch with the 
technology and if they have many more gadgets. 
(Kamal, male, 30 years old) 
  
In their research among Estonian students, Runnel, Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt and Keller also 
point out that mobile phones have become status symbols (2006: 613, 618). Mobile phones 
signify social and financial status that possibly attracts others, helps to initiate 
conversations and provides many other advantages. When I used technology in Nepal, I 
sometimes felt that people started to look at me differently. In the Lake Side area of 
Pokhara there were lots of tourists and thus the locals were used to laptops, but in the rural 
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areas people had seldom seen such technology. I mostly did not carry my laptop with me, 
but I always had my camera for taking pictures. In rural areas people often asked me to 
take pictures of them and this made them very happy and proud. Most of the time they 
never saw these photos, but they enjoyed the act of being photographing. And I always 
tried to show them the photos on the camera screen. Thus, in a way, my camera was  a tool 
that gave me certain power. Once I noticed a young man in a rural village who was 
proudly walking with an iPad in his hand and listening to loud music. Dr Kamal said that 
this is the way people show they are modernised: 
  
Probably to show off mainly, exactly saying that, some, some are using it in case of 
their convenience, but many of the people, they are using it just like to be 
modernized and to show up someone, just like in the village or in the community, if 
you have this sort of technology, then, then, the people, other people will be quite 
amazed that to know that you have this, this are things. 
(Kamal, male, 30 years old) 
 
Furthermore, Dr Kamal pointed out that the word development in Nepal is first and 
foremost associated with technology, such as telephones or mobile phones. This means 
such things as sanitary conditions may not be as important in order to feel developed: 
  
They don’t have toilet or clean water, but they have television, mobile phones. 
That’s a famous, simple notion here, simple. Because that, because people tend to 
be developed and they think that being developed is having gadgets and 
technology. 
(Kamal, male, 30 years old) 
  
Heena, on the other hand, believed that mobile phones make Nepalese people read more. 
When we had the interview she drew me a scheme, claiming that literacy and the reading 
culture may have come to Nepal via mobile phones and thus mobile phones would make 
Nepalese society smart:   
  
Yeah. But another thing is plus point. In Nepali culture we don’t have reading 
culture. If some people says just before Cuzy is novel, and lots of people, he, he put 
his book name and other things and his status, on his status. And people who read 
that book, they comment on there and other people also wants that’s book for 
really. It’s good. 
(Heena, female, 34 years old)  
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Thus, people attribute great power to technology and in particular to mobile phones. 
Mobile phone are seen as liberating individuals and those who use more technology seem 
to control their own destinies (Katz & Aakhus 2002: 7,8). Furthermore, the mobile phone 
has become a kind of global authority that symbolises development and modernisation. It 
gives people the power to move from the “Rural Village” to the “Global Village”, where 
people no longer live in isolation, but are always connected by continuous and 
instantaneous electronic media tools (e.g. Hudson 2006: 8; McLuhan 1962, 1964). 
 
While the famous promise of the Global Village, coined by Marshall McLuhan, has been 
criticised from the perspective of cultural differences, digital divides and other aspects, and 
it is questionable if we will ever live in such a utopian dream, we can still say that 
technology unifies people from an experimental point of view. This means that, even 
though our nationality, language, and many other social and cultural aspects may vary 
greatly, we have nearly the same experiences in using technology globally. 
 
A good example of this is the language we use when referring to technological aspects. For 
instance, both Bishnu and Birsha pointed out that in the Nepalese language there are no 
words for mobile phone, TV or radio. All of these technological assets are defined using 
loanwords. Similar findings were pointed out by Tuukka Terho, who analysed the use of 
mobile phones in Kathmandu and claimed that the English language prevails in the 
representation of mobile technology (2013: 92). The English word mobile phone was 
present in every conversation Terho had. In addition, he could hear the word when 
listening to the conversation of others. Terho concludes that if mobile technology is 
analysed as a relationship, it is achieved through uniform technology. Much like Terho, I 
could also always understand when people were talking about their mobile phones or other 
technological assets, since they called them by their English names. Furthermore, I did not 
have to provide any background information before starting the interviews as I shared a 
common technological culture with my interviewees. Thus, when we talked about using 
mobile phones we could finish each other’s sentences, understand the frustrations when the 
phones broke down, and how this was reflected on other practices. 
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Thus, the mobile phone is seen as a status indicator that provides more power to its holder. 
Nepalese people also believe that mobile phones and technology in general are bringing 
them development. They associate mobile phones with the Western world and thus in a 
way it becomes a global authority. Furthermore, we face a global culture of mobile phone 
usage that unifies different nations, communities and social classes.     
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CONCLUSION 
 
The aim of my thesis was to analyse the ways in which the Nepalese people think of and 
use their mobile phones by looking at technology from a humanistic perspective. 
Examining technology in an ontologically different manner allowed me to focus on the 
mobile phone intersubjectively. Being interested in the process of domestication, I 
analysed how the Nepalese people experience the embeddedness of mobile phones in their 
lives. I examined how mobile phones are perceived to increase mobility, but also to cause 
immobility; how mobile phones have become part of our bodies and how people have 
become dependent on them. I suggested that the mobile phone has created new ways for 
people to live their lives and think of the world, and thus it is important to study how we 
experience various aspects of this technology. 
 
I conducted my research in 2014 in the Nepali town of Pokhara. Based on the 
phenomenological approach, my research was interested in the ways in which the Nepalese 
people experience and give meaning to their mobile phones in their everyday lives. By 
combining a phenomenological approach with ethnography, I was able to establish 
multidimensional relationships with my informants. In addition to participant observation, 
I conducted semi-structured in-depth interviews with ten informants. As my fieldwork site 
was first and foremost defined by the mobile phone, I participated in the same phenomena 
as the people I interviewed. Therefore, my research also included autoethnographic 
observations.  
 
I examined how the Nepalese people experience the embeddedness of mobile phones in 
their lives through three different keywords: mobility, intimacy and authority. These 
keywords enabled me to analyse how the relationship with mobile phones is crossing the 
boundaries between space and place, objects and subject, and automation and autonomy. I 
started my analyses by pointing out how mobile phones are believed to provide mobility, 
flexibility and sociability, but also how they cause immobility and social absence. I then 
moved on to show how mobile phones have become a part of our identity as well as a 
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subject of our feelings. I finished by examining the ways in which the mobile phone has 
gained authority over us. Throughout these chapters, one can see how the agency of the 
mobile phone became more apparent. 
 
There were several outcomes of my research. As the concept of the mobile phone 
indicates, the technology is first and foremost believed to increase mobility, overcoming 
the limits of time and space. Mobile phones are widely used to provide and receive socio-
emotional support over long distances, which in turn may encourage people to travel more. 
The technology is also seen to be important for solving emergency situations, as well as 
facilitating everyday planning and coordination. In addition, mobile phones become 
especially useful in societies where there is a low literacy rate and a necessary tool in 
places where the circumstances change very quickly. 
 
At the same time people feel that mobile phones cause immobility. The interviewees of in 
my study pointed out that their face-to-face contacts with friends and family have 
decreased after they started using mobile phones. Since people can be reached by mobile 
phone, there is simply no need to step outside of one’s house. Concerns were also 
expressed about the wellbeing of future generations who might prefer to use mobile phones 
instead of playing and running around. In addition, talking on mobile phones requires one 
to become socially distanced from the group that one is physically together with, which 
means that mobile phones can also be isolating. Thus, while mobile phones may increase 
sociability with those who are far away, it makes us less social with those we are together 
with. 
 
However, be it for practical or emotional reasons, mobile phones have become to be one of 
the most essential technologies in our lives. All of my informants indicated that they could 
not survive without their mobile phones. Mobile phones were not seen only as a means of 
communication, but also as important identity symbols. Furthermore, my informants 
pointed out that when they leave home without their mobile phones, they feel that a part of 
them is missing. Thus, mobile phones have become not only a part of our personal 
belongings, but rather ‘machines that become us’ (Katz 2003).   
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Mobile phones have also become a part of people’s everyday rituals such as falling asleep 
or eating dinner. In addition, mobile phones often have a very important place in our 
relationships. As a consequence, the material body of a mobile phone has come to be 
accompanied by a great body of emotion (Vincent & Fortunati 2014). However, people’s 
feelings towards their phones, are quite troublesome. On the one hand, the interviewees in 
my study pointed out that they sometimes feel anger or frustration towards their phone. On 
the other hand, the mobile phone served as a friend when they felt lonely. Nevertheless, it 
is clear that mobile phones have become both a subject and a mediator of people’s 
feelings. Thus, I suggest that we have intimate and habitual relationships with our mobile 
phones in the same way that we have relations with our family and friends.       
 
However, the interviewees in my study pointed out that they cannot stop technological 
developments, nor can they control them, and this makes them feel powerlessness. The 
feeling is only fostered when people sense that their phones do not follow their commands 
or are not under their control. My informants felt that they are dependent on their mobile 
phones and could not imagine being without this technology. In addition, mobile phones 
were seen to undermine people’s skills and capabilities, as well as to reduce their 
independence and privacy. Thus, mobile phones have not only become part of us, but, to a 
certain extent, also exert power over us. Nevertheless, it has to be noted that people do not 
like being reduced to the status of objects, and therefore, we are constantly trying to regain 
our authority over our phones. Although the loss of control may disturb us, we cannot live 
without our mobile phones and thus we use various strategies to reassert our relationship 
with these devices. And the boundaries that keep us as subjects and mobile phones as 
objects are always in a state of flux 
 
I propose that by analysing the mobile phone intersubjectively, we can better understand 
the multidimensional relationships we have with the technologies we use. This is 
especially important in modern life, where new technological innovations surround us 
everywhere. I hope that my research contributes to the interdisciplinary research traditions 
of media ecology and media anthropology, which are interested in the human experience in 
relation to technology and which remind us that the story of technology is also a human 
story. 
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However, this does not mean that people’s experiences with technology are exactly the 
same everywhere. Although mobile phone practices are often strikingly similar despite the 
uniqueness of the national cultures or communities, and my study may provide some 
useful insights to researchers of mobile phones around the world, we must remember that 
the meaning-making of people depends on their context. The aim of my work was to study 
the given phenomenon by focusing on the activities, events and cultural constructs 
associated with a particular technology and the people who use this technology, instead of 
seeking context-free and universal characterizations of the cognitive and social 
consequences of technology. 
 
Nevertheless, it is clear that Nepal is not the only country where mobile phones are very 
rapidly changing people’s lives. Therefore, I would like to make the following 
recommendations for future research. While my thesis focused on the ways people 
experience the mobile phone without distinguishing between the different functionalities, it 
may be useful to study the experiences of people in relation to certain functions, such as 
social networking, news reading, gaming and others. It would also be worthwhile to 
expand the research question, comparing people’s experiences related to mobile phones to 
those with other technologies that people use or have used widely. One can also study 
certain social phenomena and the ways in which they have changed after the introduction 
of various technologies. It would also be interesting to approach mobile phones 
intersubjectively by using the same categories in other societies, thereby providing 
comparable data.   
 
Last but not least, I would like to thank my family and friends who have looked after me in 
my hours of need and supported me in any way they could. In addition, I would like to 
thank my supervisors Kristin Kuutma and Laura Siragusa, who helped me to understand 
and analyse my experiences. And special thanks goes to all the people I met in Nepal.  
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KOKKUVÕTE 
 
Mobiiltelefoni kasutamine Nepaalis: inimkeskne lähenemine tehnoloogiale 
 
Tehnoloogia ja inimese suhestumine on olnud minu uurimishuviks juba aastaid. Eelkõige 
arenes huvi antud teema vastu välja isiklikust kogemusest – muredest ja rõõmudest, mida 
tehnoloogia minu elus igapäevaselt põhjustas. Usun, et valdav enamus maailma elanikest 
võivad täna öelda, et raske, pea võimatu on elada näiteks ilma mobiiltelefoni või arvutita. 
Kahtlemata oli mobiiltelefon ka kõige olulisem ja silmapaistvam tehnoloogiline vahend 
minu uurimisväljal – Nepaalis, kus ma 2014. aastal kolm kuud elasin ja töötasin.   
 
Minu magistritöö eesmärk on uurida, kuidas inimesed kasutavad ja mõtestavad 
tehnoloogiat. Töös lähtun interdiplinaarsetest suundadest nagu meedia ökoloogia ning 
meedia antropoloogia. Analüüsiosas pööran tähelepanu ka ontoloogiale, väites, et 
intersubjektiivne vaade tehnoloogiale võimaldab meil mõista inimeste kogemust uue 
vaatenurga alt. Intersubjektiivsuse all pean antropoloog Michael Jacksonile tuginedes 
silmas viise ja tingimusi, kuidas me millegi või kellegagi suhestume. Jackson on väitnud, 
et inimesed suhestuvad tehnoloogiaga sarnaselt nagu iga teise elusolendiga – kord on võim 
meie käes, teinekord juhitakse meid. Piirid subjektsuse ja objektsuse vahel on seega 
pidevas liikumises. (Jackson 2002) 
 
Empiirilise näitena analüüsin nepaallaste kogemusi ning arusaamu mobiilitelefonist. Minu 
uurimus põhineb etnograafilistel välitöödel, mille viisin läbi 2014. aastal Pokhara linnas 
Nepaalis. Kasutan töös kvalitatiivseid meetodeid, millest oluliseimad olid minu jaoks 10 
avatud intervjuud ja osalusvaatlus. Kuna minu uurimisvälja defineerib eelkõige 
mobiilitelefon, osalen ka ise uuritavas fenomenis. Seega kasutan oma töös ka 
autoetnograafilisi tähelepanekuid. Olles eelkõige huvitatud inimese vahetust kogemusest 
mobiiltelefoni kasutamise suhtes, seon uurimuses etnograafilisi meetodeid 
fenomenoloogilise lähenemisega.  
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Minu andmeanalüüsi iseloomustavad kolm võtmemõistet: mobiilsus, intiimsus ning 
autoriteetsus. Antud rõhuasetused kujunesid välja empiirilise materjali esmase 
kategoriseerimise käigus, mil kerkisid esile märksõnad nagu, kättesaadavus, isolatsioon, 
identiteet, viha, sõltuvus ja jõuetus. Iga võtmemõiste paneb aluse ühele analüüsi peatükile, 
käsitledes järgmisi uurimusküsimusi: kuidas mobiiltelefonid suurendavad mobiilsust, 
põhjustades samas ka isolatsiooni; kuidas mobiiltelefonidest on saanud osa “meist endist”; 
mil moel  oleme muutunud sõltuvaks mobiiltelefonidest? Kui mobiilsuse mõiste võimaldab 
analüüsida viise, kuidas mobiiltelefon aitab ületada ajalisi ja ruumilisi piiranguid, siis 
märksõna intiimsus annab võimaluse käsitleda objekti ja subjekti vahelisi piire, 
autoriteetsuse mõiste viitab omakorda piiridele autonoomsuse ja automatiseerimise vahel. 
 
Uurimustöö peamiste järeldustena tooksin esile, et kui ühelt poolt nähakse mobiiltelefoni 
kui tarbeeset, mis võimaldab olla liikuvam ja paindlikum ning sealjuures lahendada ka 
kriisiolukordi, siis teisalt kirjeldatakse, kuidas mobiiltelefon põhjustab immobiilsust ja 
sotsiaalset “äraolekut”. Mobiiltelefon annab inimestele võimaluse suhelda ning korraldada 
oma elu praktiliselt kodust väljumata, kuid samas ka kodustega ei pruugita alati olla koos, 
sest oma telefoniga rääkides või seda kasutades lülitavad inimesed end ümbritsevast 
sotsiaalsest ruumist välja. Telefon, võimaldades olla paindlik ja liikuv, on aga saanud 
lahutamatuks osaks igapäevasest elukorraldusest ja harjumistest. Veel enam, minu 
informandid tõid välja, et telefon on saanud justkui osaks “neist endist”. Kui inimene on 
üksi, on telefon ka tema parimaks sõbraks. Samuti on telefonil oluline roll 
inimestevahelises suhtluses. See annab mobiiltelefonile olulise emotsionaalse laetuse, mis 
omakorda tähendab, et  telefoni vastu tuntakse sarnast kiindumust nagu teistegi inimeste 
vastu. Kui aga telefon ei allu meie kontrollile, siis põhjustab see ärritust, viha ning 
võimetustunnet. Kõik minu informandid tõid välja, et telefon juhib nende elu ning nad on 
tehnoloogiliste arengute osas jõuetud. See tähendab, et mobiiltelefon ei ole ainult osa 
“neist endist” vaid omab teatud määral ka võimu nende tegevuse ja käitumise üle. 
Siinkohal tasub aga taaskord tähele panna, et piirid objektsuse ja subjektsuse vahel on 
pidevas liikumises, mis tähendab, et kord tunnetatakse telefoni üle võimu, teinekord juhib 
telefon inimeste elu.   
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Ma loodan, et minu magistritöö panustab meedia ökoloogia ning meedia antropoloogia 
interdistsiplinaarsetesse diskursustesse tekitades huvi tehnoloogia uurimise vastu 
inimkesksest vaatenurgast. Kui minu uurimus keskendus inimese kogemustele 
mobiiltelefonidega, siis inimese ja tehnoloogia suhte paremaks mõistmiseks oleks vaja 
korrata uuringut erinevates sotsiaalsetes kontekstides ning kasutada analüüsil ka teisi 
teoreetilisi lähtekohti. Näiteks oleks huvitav laiendada antud uurimisküsimusi lisaks 
Nepaali näitele ka teistele sihtkohtadele ja gruppidele. Lisaks oleks oluline analüüsida 
mobiili rolli võrreldes teiste tehnoloogiatega, mida inimesed kasutavad või on varasemas 
elus kasutanud.  
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APPENDICES 
 
Appendix 1: Interview Protocol 
 
1. General data 
Name? 
Age?  
Educational level? For how many years?   
 
2. Writing 
How accessible is education in Nepal, how accessible was it for you?  
How many books have you read during your lifetime?  
Did you have schoolbooks? Did you have to buy your own books? 
How many books do you have at home? 
Do you know any famous writers in Nepal, in the world? 
Have you ever sent letters or e-mails?  
Do you have personal computer? 
Do you use maps when you go somewhere?  How do you cope without addresses? 
 
3. Before and after technology/mobile phone  
How did you communicate in the past, when there were no mobile phones? How did you 
spend time before mobile phones? 
How did/do you get news before/now? 
Do you remember when you bought your first phone? How do you choose your mobile 
phone? 
What do you look for when you buy a phone? Do you have a special brand that you prefer? 
Do you prefer to call or text to your friends? Explain. 
What do you use your mobile phone for? 
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Who do you mostly call and why? 
Do you sometimes switch off your phone? Do you always answer your phone? 
What do you do when there is no electricity? 
Do you always carry your mobile phone with you? If you forget to take it, what do you do? 
What are the advantages and disadvantages of the technology/mobile phone?  
Are there any bad/good influences of the technology/mobile phone? 
 
4. Feelings and technology/mobile phone  
Is technology important for your life? Can you live without it or are there any technologies 
that you cannot live without?  
Do you sometimes get angry at technology? At your phone? What do you do then? 
Do you have any expectation or fears related to your mobile phone? 
Does mobile phone make you happy? Does your mobile phone make you sad sometimes? 
Do you feel lonely with or without your mobile phone? 
Is there something you do not talk about on the phone? 
Would you say that your mobile phone leads you or you lead your mobile phone? How?  
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Appendix 2: Photographs 
 
 
Photograph 1. Various signs, including Telecommunication signs over the cafe and clothes shop 
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Photograph 2. Telecommunications company Ncell colours decorating shop covers  
 
 
Photograph 3. Telecommunications company Ncell colours and logo decorating the bus stop 
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Photograph 4. Telecommunications company Ncell colours and logo decorating an altar  
 
 
Photograph 5. Telecommunications company Ncell sign next to a mountain 
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Photograph 6. Mobile phone advertisements and special sections devoted to technology in Nepalese 
newspapers  
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Photograph 7. Various types of chargers hanging on a wall of a Nepalese home that was situated in a 
mountain village, which was about 4000 m high.   
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Photograph 8. Nepalese people using their mobile phones in public places 
 
 
